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    Chapter 1

    Chapter 1

    Epilogue

    『The Berserk trait is being activated.』

    『The system is switching to support mode. Support target: Player Kang Hyunwoo.』

    Every time I saw that sentence, I had something to say.

    "Shit."

    As expected, I swore habitually today as well.

    Seeing that message meant the system intended to put me through the wringer.

    Whenever the trait was activated, I always went through hell. Today would probably be no different.

    Annoyance already began to simmer inside me.

    To make matters worse, the system's nagging joined in.

    《System Message》

    Let's use proper and kind words. The Precious Mirror for Enlightening the Mind states that the mouth and tongue are the gates to disaster and worry, and likens them to an axe that can kill the body. It warns about human language and behavior...

    Without reading the entire message, I turned it off.

    'Nagging again.'

    Just thinking back to the day this trait appeared made me grind my teeth.

    No matter how much time passed, I could never forget.

    The day that damnable system intervened in my once peaceful life.

    * * *

    In the summer of my 18th year, my parents died in a hit-and-run accident.

    My only uncle took the insurance money and inheritance my parents left behind and disappeared.

    At the age of 18, I and my 10-year-old twin siblings were left homeless overnight.

    Despite having eyes wide open and still alive, I couldn't stand my siblings being pointed at as orphans.

    I finished high school through a GED and started making money.

    I didn't shy away from construction work and went out every day for loading and unloading packages.

    Whenever a part-time job that I could do opened up, I took it, even if it meant losing sleep.

    I dared to say I lived fiercely because I wanted to give my siblings the childhood our parents gave me.

    I pitied those kids who lost our parents sooner than I did and tried to do everything I could for them.

    It wasn't easy, of course.

    "Is this all you can do?!"

    Shit.

    I swallowed the swearing that reached my throat, and a slap flew at me.

    There were countless times I wanted to quit, and incidents like that only exacerbated those feelings.

    The one who checked my carefully stacked packages and broke them was him.

    The one who meddled and caused the collapse was also him.

    And the one who discovered a box marked with a fragile sticker among the collapsed packages was him.

    'Why is he making this my problem?'

    As if a slap wasn't enough, this time a kick followed.

    With a thud, my body slightly pushed back.

    The operations manager's eyes widened.

    It seemed he wanted me to fall flat on my back.

    'If you wanted that, you should've kicked harder.'

    Enduring such a light kick wounded my pride too much.

    Tilting my head, I raised one corner of my mouth.

    He flinched, his body trembling.

    'Got scared.'

    If my parents were alive, I would have immediately grabbed his collar and head-butted him.

    'I've really calmed down, Kang Hyunwoo.'

    While I let out a slight chuckle, the worker's face twisted further.

    'He seems ready to throw another punch.'

    He probably thought I was mocking him.

    "This bastard!"

    "Mr. Cho! Kang!"

    But before he could raise his hand, reinforcements arrived. It was Hwang Kyungsoo, the logistics center manager.

    "Mr. Cho, what are you doing?! Do you want to get sued?!"

    "This... this, you... Do it right from now on!"

    The operations manager raised his voice needlessly as he left.

    'Oh, wow.'

    Watching his retreating back, I let out a cynical laugh.

    Meanwhile, manager Hwang began checking if I was hurt anywhere.

    I waved my hand to indicate I was fine and started tidying up the scattered packages.

    Others, who were monitoring the situation nervously from nearby, came over to help.

    Probably, one of them had called Manager Hwang.

    Luckily, since it wasn't my fault, it seemed like I wouldn't get entangled in any compensation issues.

    With that out of the way, I focused on work for a few more hours until it was time to clock out.

    But before boarding the bus, manager Hwang called me over.

    "Are you really okay? You should probably go to the hospital after being kicked, don't you think?"

    Normally, someone else saying this would feel annoying, but Manager Hwang was an exception.

    He was someone who had been looking out for me from behind the scenes for over two years, knowing my circumstances.

    "He was weak. It didn't even feel like I got hit."

    "You never know; it might bruise..."

    "Ah, it's fine. It's a waste of time to go to the hospital."

    "You ungrateful brat, can't you be thankful for my concern?"

    "I'm always grateful."

    "At least if you say it, it doesn't sound annoying. No arguments, just go to the hospital! Take tomorrow off. I'll make sure you get paid."

    My eyes widened at that moment.

    "This is the time to curb Mr. Cho's bad habits. His smacking the kids has become excessive; this can't continue."

    "Are you threatening him with assault charges? I don't refuse opportunities like this."

    "Does anyone here not know that?"

    "Seriously, I can take a day off?"

    "Take a break, you might collapse, and that scares me, so please rest!"

    "Deal."

    Getting a day off after taking a few hits was fortunate.

    Humming a tune, I turned around.

    By the time I got some shut-eye on the bus and returned home, it was 9 AM.

    Moving through the busy commercial district that was just starting to wake up and reaching the familiar alley took no time at all.

    The house I arrived at, after climbing some shabby stairs, was quiet.

    Even though it was still summer break, my siblings had probably left for their academy.

    After I washed up, I entered the room my siblings worked hard to ensure I had to myself.

    Inside was nothing but an old bed and a clothes rack.

    "Ahhh."

    Connecting my phone to the charger and lying down, a groan escaped my lips.

    There might have been some rough moments, but I survived another day.

    When I suddenly became the head of the household from an ordinary high school student, I thought the world was ending.

    Yet, the world stayed unchanged.

    Everything continued the same, except for me and my siblings.

    Surviving one day at a time, it was nearly seven years now.

    "Wow, seven years..."

    Saying it out loud, I was flabbergasted.

    Next month, a new term would start, and my siblings would become high school students.

    The kids who crouched and sobbed at the corner of the funeral home at ten had already grown so much.

    Time passing felt distant and nostalgic.

    The thought was brief. High school was an important time for my siblings.

    To send one to law school and the other to medical school, there was no time to rest.

    In three hours, I had another part-time job waiting.

    'I refuse to see their lives spiral downward like mine.'

    I tried to sleep.

    * * *

    Ding, ding, ding.

    Even in my sleep, the loud noise was unmistakable, ringing continuously in my ears.

    'Already?'

    Rolling my stiff body, I reached out. I intended to silence my phone alarm.

    But no matter how I groped around, nothing met my hand.

    "Ah, really ..."

    Muttering in annoyance was followed by a jolt through my body.

    Neither the damp blanket nor the cheap mattress was there.

    I was lying on a cold, hard floor.

    Had I rolled off the bed in my sleep? Just as I was furrowing my brow and opening my eyes.

    『Beta server stabilization 23%』

    『Beta server stabilization 31%』

    Something strange appeared in front of me. Words written over a white backdrop.

    'Beta server? Stabilization?'

    What was that? In bewilderment, I blinked.

    Wondering what on earth was happening, I looked around, but all I could see was white.

    Everywhere I turned, it was nothing but pure white.

    The words followed wherever my gaze went, stubbornly maintaining their position.

    "A dream...?"

    My mind told me that this situation was undoubtedly a dream.

    There seemed to be no other explanation for this surreal scene.

    However, I couldn't shake the feeling that something was amiss.

    The sensations in my body were remarkably vivid.

    'This is a dream?'

    Even though my brain struggled to comprehend, my body was sending alarming signals.

    It was an intuition I couldn't articulate.

    An instinct that this wasn't a dream.

    『Beta server stabilization 56%』

    Amidst my confusion, the sound kept pounding in my ears and the words continued before my eyes.

    '56%...?'

    The number was increasing steadily. Quickly, I rose to my feet.

    Looking down at the loose T-shirt and training pants I wore to bed, I felt the cold air rising through my bare soles.

    It was then that I realized I was barefoot. Goosebumps covered my skin.

    At that moment, the number hovering in front of me reached 100.

    『"Beta server stabilization 100%』

    『The player's safe zone has been designated.』

    『The Player Development Program (Absorption and Purification) is being executed.』

    『The Player Management Program (Summoning and Recovery) is being executed.』

    『The Player Support Program (Inventory and Shop) is being executed.』

    『The Player Interaction Program (Community and Party) is being executed.』

    『The selection of Beta players is underway. (100/100)』

    『A basic weapon dagger has been provided.』

    New lines of text appeared, and something fell from the air.

    I quickly picked it up.

    It was a knife coated in black. About 15 cm in length.

    'Why a knife? What am I supposed to do with this?'

    The sight of the sharp blade sent a shiver down my spine.

    A single word flashed through my mind.

    'Game?'

    Server, player, weapon.

    The most fitting term to explain the current situation was 'game.'

    Those words were coercing me into playing a game.

    By the time I reached a very simple conclusion, a phenomenon beyond typical comprehension ensued.

    The text that occupied the front of my vision vanished, replaced by a translucent grey window.

    ≪Important Notice≫

    This system has been developed to prepare for ◇&ː$'s intrusion and ensure the survival and continuity of humanity by nurturing players. Players are tasked with stopping ◇&ː$'s intrusion and maintaining ### through &¡ and ∞¡& conditions. ### enhancements by !&∨∐ are included in this development.

    Phrases intermittently disrupted, resembling a corrupted file, made me grip the dagger involuntarily.

    That surreal event didn't mark the end of the occurrences.

    Ding, ding, ding! Loud notifications accompanied layers of grey windows stacking up.

    More than dozens of windows overlapped.

    'What the hell?'

    Was this a hack? Or an error? No, no.

    It looked like something crucial had to be conveyed but was impeded.

    'Virus.'

    As the brief word appeared in my thoughts, certainty followed.

    This situation was akin to a game; the notice was displayed by the system, while the interruption came from a virus.

    The system was trying to communicate something, and the virus was blocking it.

    What on earth was in that message? Fixating on the bizarre scene, I contained myself.

    Their engagement was fierce. Numerous windows appeared, and at some point, the content began to change.

    But even those were filled with fragmented letters.

    Without flinching, I observed their exchange intently.

    Thanks to that, I didn't miss a fleeting moment.

    A sentence that seemed to dart across my retina as if it were an illusion.

    'For the preservation of humanity...?'

    Those few words embedded themselves deep in my memory.

    A slow-building terror of the unknown began to rise.

    My mouth went dry, and my body trembled.

    Amidst this, the skirmish between the system and the virus seemed to have ended, leaving an ominous silence.

    No more loud alert tones were heard.

    The unsettling tranquility surrounded me.

    As the prolonged silence heightened anxiety and tension, a translucent grey window reappeared.

    MISSION

    『Tutorial (Beta Test 1/3)』

    Eliminate the target.

    Time Limit: 00:10:00

    Start timer: 00:01:00

    This time, everything was clear.

    The timer quickly dropped to 59 seconds.

    But there was no mental capacity to spare for that.

    All my nerves were drawn to the scene visible beyond the translucent window.

    "Ha!"

    Out of disbelief, I let out a scoff.

    "Grrr..."

    Drooling and growling, it was unmistakably a dog.

    But this dog was at least twice the size of a normal one.

    Knife, mission, target, elimination.

    Combining all those terms, I realized what I had to do.

    Almost as if biding its time, the timer hit zero.

    『Starting the Tutorial (Beta Test).』

    Words appeared in place of the disappearing translucent window.

    Simultaneously, the enormous dog revealed its menacing fangs and sprang at me.

    "Shiiiit!"

    Damned system.

  
    Chapter 2

    Chapter 2. Beta Test (1)

    I dodged sideways to avoid the charging dog. Unfortunately, the dog was faster than me. As it leapt with all its might, its wide-open jaws drew dangerously close.

    My side burned hot, and soon a searing pain of torn flesh overtook me.

    "Aaaaagh!"

    A scream escaped my mouth before I could even think to hold it in. I could vividly feel the sensation of my flesh ripping and tearing away.

    There was no time to process this, no luxury for thoughts. Tears, saliva, and blood flowed and dripped down my face.

    The dagger that had been in my right hand had long since fallen to the ground.

    Each time the dog shook its head, my body followed, and more of my flesh was shredded.

    "Heeeuugh!"

    A sound, unidentifiable as a cry or scream, broke out. If only all of this were just a dream.

    The pain that began at my side took over my entire body and crushed any hopes of waking from a nightmare.

    My instincts were correct. This isn't a dream. This could never be a dream.

    That simple realization was the beginning. With the fear of death came the flicker of my siblings' faces. Was I going to die here?

    'No way!'

    If I died, that day from seven years ago would repeat.

    Thinking about my siblings, who would be left behind with no preparation after losing their guardian, invigorated my once-paralyzed mind.

    Unlike the dog, I didn't have sharp teeth or a powerful bite. How could I win against the dog in this situation?

    'The knife!'

    I needed a way to fight back against the dog.

    'I have to get it off!'

    I needed to escape this situation and reclaim the dagger.

    Right after making this decision, I pushed against the dog's head.

    But it didn't easily let go of me. Instead, it bit down on me with even more force, as if resisting my strength.

    "Aaaaagh!"

    Blood vessels burst, and my eyes filled with red. It felt as if my eyes might explode from the pressure. Suddenly, a flash of insight struck me.

    The dog has eyes!

    "You bastard dog!"

    I shoved my thumb into the dog's eye. Normally, I would have shuddered at the resistance of its jelly-like texture.

    But with my life on the line, the unfamiliar sensation failed to affect me. The only thing that mattered was that I had struck back at it.

    Skreeech.

    The creature backed off, yelping in pain, pulling its teeth out of my side in the process.

    "Huuuh!"

    It wasn't pain; it was agony. It was even worse upon extraction than upon embedding.

    My whole body trembled as strange noises erupted from my mouth. I wanted nothing more than to lose consciousness then and there.

    But my eyes caught sight of the dog rubbing its head with its front paws.

    What if it attacked again while I was out cold?

    What if it went for my neck instead of my side?

    Imagining the worst-case scenario, I gritted my teeth, reaching out with trembling hands.

    The dagger, which I had let go when the dog bit me, lay abandoned in a puddle of blood. I flailed, trying to reach it, but my fingers would not connect.

    "Eeeek!"

    Fueled by desperation, I crawled across the bloodstained floor.

    But before my outstretched hand could grab the dagger, I heard heavy footsteps approaching rapidly.

    By the time I'd realized the proximity of the dog, it was already too late.

    Crunch—!

    I heard a bone-chilling sound. This time, sound preceded pain. As the bones in my pelvis were crushed by the dog's bite, my vision darkened, only to brighten again like a flickering lightbulb.

    This time, even a scream wouldn't come out.

    "Guh!"

    All that escaped my gaping mouth were ragged breaths that seemed ready to spill out in an instant.

    Turning my head, I saw the jaws of the dog, clamped onto my pelvis. As it shook its head violently, it felt as if my lower body would be torn off.

    Seeing red creeping into my vision, something had undoubtedly ruptured. Even so, I gritted my teeth and flailed my arms.

    Miraculously, my fingertips found something solid.

    Without hesitation, I plunged the dagger into the dog's side. The creature jumped as if wrestling with a pain of its own.

    "Heeugh!"

    Still clamped onto me, I was jerked around by its movement.

    That was the beginning of a tug-of-war between the dog and me. I began twisting the dagger, which stubbornly remained lodged in its flesh.

    The creature increased the pressure of its bite on me. Finally, after that excruciating tug-of-war, I succeeded in pulling the dagger out of the dog's body.

    "Die!"

    Without delay, I stabbed again. Once, twice, three times. With each strike, I grew faster at withdrawing the blade.

    Smack, smack, smack. The sound of the blade piercing the dog's skin became monotonous.

    "Damn you, just die, die already!"

    Amidst my frenzied shouting, my hands didn't stop. And finally...

    "The target has been eliminated. 8 mana points absorbed."

    "Congratulations! MISSION - Tutorial (Beta Test 1/3) completed."

    "You will receive 10 mana points as a reward. All injuries will be healed."

    "Calculating grades."

    "Server activation commencing."

    "Beta server activation 0%"

    "Beta server activation 1%"

    "Beta server activat...."

    With a ding and rapidly scrolling text, I had no mental capacity left to pay attention. Something hot and unknown began to crawl into my body.

    I thought maybe this was what it felt like to go insane. I writhed in this bizarre sensation. This was not mine. It wasn't a conclusion I came to through reasoning but a visceral rejection.

    I wanted to immediately purge what had entered my body. After retching out the bitterness trapped inside me, the tormenting sensation finally vanished.

    Only then could I breathe again.

    * * *

    "Uhhh!"

    My hands and feet clawed at the air. My body sprang up like a coil, then froze as I took in the scene before me.

    Stuffed hangers without attention to season, a tightly shut wooden door, and worn wallpaper.

    A familiar space—it was my room.

    There was no sign of the dog's corpse.

    Nor was anything around me white. This was proof that what I had just experienced was an illusion.

    Relief flooded over me, my tense muscles gradually loosening. I closed my eyes and collapsed back onto my bed.

    Thump thump.

    The pounding of my heart echoed through my body.

    After catching my uneasy breath, I muttered, "What a ridiculous dream..."

    Never had a "crazy dream" been so fitting a description. Rubbing my face with both hands, I felt sticky sweat. It was not just my face; my entire body was soaked in sweat.

    That dream had been disturbingly vivid. I could still sense the metallic smell of blood.

    "Hoo."

    A few deep breaths calmed my erratic breathing. The notion that one doesn't feel pain in dreams was nonsense.

    Recalling the agony of torn flesh and shattered bones made my body tremble involuntarily.

    I forced myself to shake off the horrific memory and sat up. I didn't think I could sleep again.

    Even though the alarm hadn't gone off yet, I decided just to get up and wash. But before I could leave the bed, I froze.

    As I had awoken, I hadn't noticed, but now I saw what filled my sight. My hands and clothes, along with the sheet and blanket I had been lying on, were drenched in red.

    The blood smell hadn't been a figment of my imagination. What I thought was sweat was actually blood.

    『The Beta server is activating.』

    Then, letters appeared in my vision again.

    『External player connection enabled.』

    『A guide to using the system (damaged) is provided.』

    『Grade calculation complete.』

    『Congratulations! Player Kang Hyunwoo eliminated the target in 00:02:37.』

    『Top-tier reward attribute 5 mana points have been provided based on performance.』

    "Whhaat!!"

    My back bent, and I rolled off the side of the bed onto the floor.

    That feeling was back; the one from the dream. Something was crawling into my body. As I writhed in the ground, the messages continued.

    『A top-tier trait ????? is created based on your performance.』

    Even in that moment, I was locked in a struggle with what had invaded my body.

    'Get out! Get out of me!'

    I wanted anyone—anyone at all—to remove this intrusion. I flailed with all my might, but nothing changed.

    My body jolted and thrashed repeatedly as if it was having a seizure. Then, when what felt like hours had been mere seconds, at last...

    "Haaah, heeugh, huuugh...."

    I drooled profusely, finally allowing myself to lose consciousness.

    * * *

    At 12:20 PM, Jinwoo and Yeonwoo returned home immediately after the spring break special lectures concluded at the academy.

    While Yeonwoo went out to the balcony to gather the laundry, Jinwoo headed to the kitchen to prepare lunch.

    Today was his turn to cook.

    "Oh..."

    It happened when he opened the refrigerator to take out some side dishes. Jinwoo flinched.

    The food he had prepared that morning remained untouched. It had been meant for Hyunwoo, his older brother.

    "He didn't eat before leaving?"

    He peeked into Hyunwoo's room just in case, but no one was there. Not even sheets were visible, as if it had been cleaned up.

    'He could have asked me to do it.'

    Life was already challenging enough without taking on extra chores. Feeling upset, Jinwoo bit his lip, when the outdated door lock beeped obnoxiously.

    "Huh?"

    Jinwoo quickly exited the kitchen. Soon, Hyunwoo entered through the entrance, holding a pizza box.

    "Hyung!"

    "Oh, just on time. Where's Yeonwoo?"

    Jinwoo felt a lump rising in his throat upon seeing Hyunwoo's ever-annoying smile and the pizza in his hands.

    Hyunwoo was his older brother, whom he rarely saw due to his relentless work schedule, which didn't distinguish between weekdays and weekends.

    Meeting him in the early morning by chance was a rare occurrence. Now, Jinwoo was seeing him for the first time in nearly a month.

    Jinwoo ran to Hyunwoo, taking the pizza box, while Hyunwoo gently tousled Jinwoo's hair.

    "Hyung's here? Hyung's really here?"

    Meanwhile, Yeonwoo rushed in from the balcony and jumped into Hyunwoo's embrace. With a chuckle, Hyunwoo held Yeonwoo tightly, prompting Jinwoo to join the hug after setting the pizza box aside.

    "You two have grown more affectionate."

    Yeonwoo rubbed her cheek against Hyunwoo's and asked, "Why are you here? Are you taking a break today? Skipping work? Staying home?"

    "Yeah, I'm taking the day off."

    "You should've told us earlier. We were clueless and stuck at the academy!"

    "Why? Would you have skipped if I'd told you?"

    "N-no, but...can we stay at home today, too? We'll study at home."

    Yeonwoo pleaded in a nasal voice, clinging to Hyunwoo's waist. Days when Hyunwoo rested were rare, occurring only a few times a year.

    The twins, who missed their hyung, wanted to stay with him as much as possible. But Hyunwoo tugged Yeonwoo's cheek with a stern smile.

    "Repeat what you just said."

    "Why not? We can study here too."

    "No nonsense, head to the library and study properly. I'll drive you."

    "Fine...."

    "Instead, I'll allow a break in the evening."

    "Really?"

    "Amazing!"

    The twins' eyes sparkled with excitement. Hyunwoo smiled wryly, pushing his siblings towards the washroom.

    "Now go wash your hands so we can eat."

    "Yes, sir!"

    Beaming, the twins bolted into the bathroom.

    Watching their retreating figures, Hyunwoo's face turned stern. His insides were churning.

    'As if I'll die like that.'

    Inside Hyunwoo's eyes, a determination to survive at all costs burned fiercely. Damned System

  
    Chapter 3

    Chapter 3. Beta Test (2)

    As I burned the blood-stained blankets, sheets, and clothes, my whole body trembled violently.

    "What if there's a fire report? What if someone sees this blood?"

    All sorts of thoughts ran through my mind, and I felt I might go crazy with anxiety.

    Yet, I couldn't show any signs of distress in front of my younger siblings; they were still so young.

    I didn't want to burden my twin siblings with unnecessary worries.

    So I gritted my teeth and held on somehow.

    But as soon as I dropped them off at the library, my legs gave out.

    "Haah."

    I felt utterly drained. I sat crouched outside the library, staring vacantly at the ground for quite a while.

    In a feeble voice, I mumbled to myself.

    "System user manual..."

    A file spanning 35 pages opened before me.

    However, the content was not intact.

    Like the initial notification, the manual was damaged in various places.

    "Is this also due to some kind of virus...?"

    Fortunate amidst the misfortune, some instructions on how to use a few functions remained relatively detailed.

    "Status window."

    Player: Kang Hyunwoo (Beta Tester)

    Mana: 35 (Attribute Mana: 5)

    Affiliation: Earth

    Race: Human (Player)

    Rank: Delta

    Attribute: -

    Trait: ?????, adaptability, tenacity

    Before I finished reading the words before me, I spoke again.

    "Shop."

    「The shop service is not available during the tutorial.」

    "Community."

    「The community service is not available during the tutorial.」

    "Mission window."

    「There are no current missions in progress.」

    「There are no missions available to proceed with.」

    "Mission record."

    「MISSION - Tutorial (Beta Test 1/3)」

    My gaze fixed on a part of the system window packed with warning-like messages.

    '1/3.'

    This implicitly meant that 2/3 and 3/3 existed as well.

    Just thinking about that was enough to drive me insane, and the remaining content in the message window only exacerbated my anxiety.

    「Upon successful completion, 10 mana will be awarded. All injuries will be healed.」

    My eyes stared fiercely at the sentence displayed.

    Clearly, success rewards and injury recovery were grouped under the same category.

    Having seen this, a significant task loomed over solving the immediate question.

    I had to succeed at the 2/3 stage when it arrived.

    If I failed, I might end up in the emergency room.

    'If injury recovery is part of the success reward.'

    Failing the mission could mean that my wounds would remain.

    I couldn't help but ponder what follows.

    What if my siblings saw me like this? What if I died before reaching the emergency room?

    A chilling sound escaped between my tightly clenched teeth.

    "Damn..."

    I forced strength into my trembling legs and stood up.

    My pace quickened as I walked away from the library, back hunched.

    I first emptied a local pharmacy, then secured a kitchen knife and baseball bat, and finally obtained some protective gear used for dog training.

    As I carried everything back home, my mind grew more confused.

    With so many items, I should have felt some weight.

    But it wasn't heavy. It felt like I was carrying an empty paper bag.

    "What is this?"

    My strength seemed immeasurably greater than before.

    Even if I was somewhat trained from working in package unloading, this was different.

    The change felt unbelievable, occurring overnight.

    My strides home gradually turned into a sprint.

    Despite the added confusion, I felt I could run even more after having sprinted for a while.

    As soon as I reached home, I tossed aside the goods I had brought.

    Then, panting heavily, I rushed into the bathroom.

    Standing in front of the mirror with my shirt off, I finally saw it.

    Things I hadn't noticed when washing off the blood earlier started catching my attention one by one.

    "Unbelievable..."

    I had considerable muscle mass due to my active lifestyle.

    But I swore it hadn't been this prominent.

    It wasn't as though I had secretly worked out; my body had become considerably more toned.

    My faint six-pack had become defined like a washboard, so it wasn't a mere illusion.

    I had the kind of body that people achieved after long periods of exercise.

    To add to the strangeness, there were scars on my side and hip area that I had never seen before.

    They were bumpy, as if the skin had been torn and then healed back.

    I seemed to see again the blood that had soaked my body this morning.

    'Blood...'

    When I awoke, there were no wounds on me.

    But the blood had been undeniably present.

    The scars, along with the blood, were proof that I had been injured and then healed.

    'The system only heals injuries.'

    It didn't clean up the aftermath.

    The holes in my clothes, the scars, the blood—all remained.

    As if to assert that this was reality.

    'Should I cover the bed with plastic?'

    I couldn't believe there would come a day when I had to sleep with plastic rather than a blanket over my bed.

    "Tsk."

    I clicked my tongue and exited the bathroom.

    I then proceeded to the living room and reached out my hand.

    "Hup!"

    I successfully lifted the cheap sofa over my head, shocking me into confusion.

    'More than I thought...'

    It wasn't heavy.

    When I attempted to hold the sofa up with one arm, I was truly astonished.

    "Hah!

    While my muscles ached, it wasn't something I couldn't achieve.

    It was something ordinary people would struggle to mimic.

    "Hoo..."

    Exhaling a deep sigh, I cautiously set the sofa down.

    "What on earth is going on?"

    For some time, I paced around the living room, pondering.

    And before long, I found a clue.

    "Message window."

    Mumbling softly, I checked the remaining sentences in the message window.

    「Upon successful completion, 10 mana will be awarded. All injuries will be healed.」

    'Mana...'

    It was an utterly unfamiliar term.

    Yet, oddly enough, I felt I knew what it was.

    The thing that had crawled into my body at the end of the mission.

    'Is that it?'

    My body had changed because of it? It seemed like a plausible guess.

    'They're rewarding mana for successful completion.'

    In most games, rewards are means to grow stronger.

    As games progress, difficulty levels rise, and the structure usually involves clearing new stages by utilizing rewards from previous ones.

    In that case, this mana becomes important for succeeding in the next mission.

    'If this mana truly is what's changing my body, I need a lot of it.'

    There's no guarantee that the two remaining missions will be the end.

    The three-stage mission was clearly marked as a tutorial.

    Typically, this would be classified as a practice stage before officially entering a game.

    Moreover, what I was doing now was a Beta test.

    'Once this ends, the official service may commence.'

    Just the thought of this miserable situation continuing made my body tremble.

    'What if it continues beyond the second and third missions?'

    The more mana I had, the higher my chances of survival would become.

    I sat back on the sofa and opened the status window again.

    My eyes fixed on the section labeled 'Mana'.

    'Do you only get mana by succeeding in missions?'

    No, I had seen a message about absorbing mana when I killed the creature.

    'Eliminating targets or succeeding in missions.'

    Both scenarios allowed me to increase my mana.

    'And they're giving more based on performance.'

    I received 5 when I had top scores.

    Is it given to those in the ranks? Up to what rank?

    If mana is distributed based on rank...

    'Up to the 5th rank?'

    If the reward is given in tiers, the numbers suggest that up to the 5th rank might receive it.

    Maintaining the top rank would therefore be advantageous.

    But is it possible?

    'Considering I don't even know how to use mana?'

    I carefully reviewed the user manual again, but there was no mention of how to use mana.

    'Does it merely influence physical enhancement?'

    Is it not something I can use separately?

    I pondered over it again while glancing at the status window.

    'But... there are two types.'

    Just mana and attribute mana—I didn't know their differences but there were clearly two types.

    Could they end with just enhancing physical abilities?

    "That's unlikely."

    If it were, there would be no point in differentiating the types.

    Mana could undoubtedly be used somehow.

    A method that would help in clearing missions.

    It was just that I didn't know how to use it yet.

    "In most games, it's consumed when using skills."

    While I was brainstorming, staring at the status window, I clenched my eyes shut.

    Mana had undoubtedly crawled into my body. So it had to be somewhere inside.

    I endeavored to sense the thoroughly unfamiliar mana within.

    I tried every conceivable thing.

    "Hoo."

    First, like in martial arts stories, I attempted a cross-legged position.

    "Hyaaap!"

    I tried filling my whole body with strength while shouting energetically.

    "Fireball..."

    With absurd embarrassment, I muttered skill names I had seen in cartoons and movies.

    However, effort doesn't always equate to success.

    Even after several hours, there were no results.

    "Damn it!"

    What kind of game was this that it was so unkind?

    How could you ask someone to play without providing basic information?

    It was akin to telling me to charge ahead blindly—what on earth was I supposed to do?!

    "Aaaaagh!"

    I let out a scream, trying to vent my rising frustration.

    After going through the process of effort, failure, and anger, I reached a state of enlightenment.

    'I don't even know what traits like 'adaptability' and 'tenacity' are.'

    I tried clicking on the words in the status window just in case, but nothing popped up.

    Lying sprawled on the sofa, I blankly stared at the status window.

    Then a thought suddenly crossed my mind.

    "Could it be that I can't feel it because there's too little mana?"

    In that case, should I just wait for the next mission without doing anything?

    But what if the next mission required me to use mana to succeed?

    Then there was nothing I could do right now. The prospect was daunting.

    A feeling of helplessness began to consume me for the first time in a long time.

    How much time had passed this way?

    "8, 10, 5...?"

    While alternating between the status window and the message window, I noticed something peculiar.

    Even if I summed up all the mana rewards I had received, it totaled only 23.

    "But the total is 35?"

    Before chewing over the conflicting numbers, I summoned the damaged user manual.

    「Mana」

    ■△※!!【Lifeforce's Root ▲〗ː¿#!*Wㅆ&^¿■◆•≫%(*$...

    Though the content was lengthy, I could only read a limited portion.

    "Lifeforce's root..."

    It was an abrupt and abstract term.

    Yet, upon seeing it, I seemed to understand what the missing 12 represented.

    "Perhaps the mana I naturally possessed as a living being."

    If this assumption were correct, there might be a way to increase mana before the next mission commenced.

    Upon realizing this, my hands excitedly rummaged through the message window.

    Before long, I found the sentence I was looking for.

    「Player Development Program (Absorption and Purification) is being executed.」

    「The target has perished. 8 mana absorbed.」

    "Absorption..."

    What if this game was structured for one to grow stronger by draining the mana of entities they kill, based on that absorbed power?

    My eyes, once blankly staring into space, turned toward the veranda.

    Beyond the glass pane, a few flowerpots that Yeonwoo cherished were visible.

    When they were younger, Yeonwoo had lamented about wanting a pet, but I insisted against it. So instead, Yeonwoo had raised those plants.

    I found myself moving as if under a spell, heading to the veranda.

    I picked up the smallest plant. The system remained silent.

    But it was too early to give up.

    Swallowing nervously, I began crushing the plant under my slipper.

    When the greenery had been thoroughly crushed under me...

    「0.08 mana absorbed.」

    "It worked!"

    The excitement that surged suddenly came along with an instinctive reluctance.

    I felt the mana, no matter how minuscule, inch into my body.

    "Ugh!"

    Thankfully, the amount was so small, it was over quickly.

    For some time, I remained planted there, trying only to catch my breath.

    When my excitement had subsided a bit, I attempted to sense the mana again but failed.

    I was sure it had entered my body, but I couldn't locate it whatsoever.

    But I was alright with that. The helplessness that had once felt pervasive was gone without a trace.

    "If it's truly that I can't sense it because there's too little."

    I'd merely have to gather until I could sense that mana.

    After clearing the mushy plant remnants and the now-empty flowerpot, I ran to the storage room.

    As I gathered some tools and a shovel, my eyes burned with determination.

    Damned System
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    Chapter 4. Beta Test (3)

    I found a method to absorb mana, but it proved to have more restrictions than anticipated.

    Killing animals seemed far too risky.

    It could lead to being reported for violating animal protection laws.

    There was also a sense of repulsion at indiscriminately taking a life.

    To me, the struggle for survival was different from senseless slaughter.

    However, I couldn't just sit idly by.

    I compromised between my conscience and survival.

    I decided to exclude animals but uproot plants.

    "At least I need to stay alive."

    I wasn't a person noble enough to care for the life of every blade of grass I consumed.

    Unfortunately, I couldn't lay a hand on large plants like trees.

    Breaking branches didn't produce any effect.

    To absorb mana, the plant must be uprooted and definitely killed.

    Consequently, the trees scattered abundantly across the back mountain were akin to a pie in the sky.

    Instead, I stomped on every weed I could see.

    Though it was winter and there weren't many, I still managed.

    Engaging in such mad labor, I was able to gather a little more mana.

    Regardless, feeling or using mana remained a distant goal.

    Thus, I decided to also prepare realistically.

    That's why, even late at night, I couldn't put my phone down.

    Animal hunting, killing beasts, knife hunting.

    I feverishly entered various search terms but found no satisfactory results.

    "It's all about guns."

    I was going crazy. In frustration, I tossed the phone beside the bed.

    But not long after, I picked it up again.

    I couldn't forget what had happened earlier that morning.

    The horrible pain and the screams of agony.

    My body vividly remembered that moment.

    Recalling the unfamiliar pain and fear caused my muscles to tense and my heart rate to quicken.

    Every time I felt that way, I took a long breath. To master my emotions and maintain composure.

    Later, I dedicated another couple of hours to searching.

    Right before sleep claimed me, I hesitated briefly and entered another search term.

    "Large dogs."

    I wondered if I could identify the creature that had bitten me.

    Thankfully, I soon found a dog that looked identical.

    "Kangals..."

    The Turkish national breed, the Kangal, is said to possess a bite force strong enough to rival predators.

    "And this is just stage one."

    The phenomenon I was experiencing resembled a game.

    And typically, games become progressively difficult.

    There were three stages in total, and I had merely experienced one.

    If the remaining two stages also featured beasts, the creatures would likely be more dangerous than the Kangal.

    My hand, clutching the phone, became sweaty.

    Despite this, I gritted my teeth and somehow tried to sleep.

    * * *

    My mana had increased by 7.4, reaching a total of 42.4.

    Still, using mana was a distant prospect.

    Nonetheless, it was the fifth day since the first mission had ended.

    A sound I never wanted to hear again hit my eardrum.

    Ding.

    「A new test will commence soon.」

    I was resting at home, having completed my work, when I abruptly bolted upright.

    The stark white space I had seen earlier unfolded before my eyes.

    Shaking my head vigorously, I chased away sleep.

    "Inventory."

    I immediately opened my inventory, but my face crumpled.

    Four out of the five square slots were empty.

    I had no clue when the second mission would begin.

    Hence, I kept prepared items in the inventory at all times.

    I meticulously packed a baseball bat, kitchen knife, protective gear, painkillers, and hemostasis agents.

    Yet, remaining in the inventory was just a single dagger provided by the system.

    Other than that, I was left with only the clothes I had slept in.

    A black tee, cargo pants, and military boots that were commercially sold.

    Among my preparations, only those remained in my possession.

    「A new weapon, a longsword, will be provided.」

    My teeth were grinding with resentment.

    Accompanied by the sound of metal clinking, a longsword approximately the length of my arm fell.

    Picking it up, the mission window appeared.

    MISSION

    「Tutorial (Beta Test 2/3)」

    Eliminate the target.

    Time limit: 00:10:00

    Start timer: 00:01:00

    My cheek twitched.

    "This damned..."

    Beyond the mission window, the beasts visible were lionesses.

    Judging by size, they were similar to the Kangals I had previously seen.

    However, there were three of them.

    Fear and anger intermingled, causing my head to spin momentarily.

    Even amidst such confusion, the timer continued to count down mercilessly.

    Soon it reached zero, and with the lionesses charging, I yelled out.

    "Bring it on!"

    I felt I had to at least expel my fear that way.

    The one charging head-on was the quickest.

    I thrust the longsword, gripped in both hands, forward.

    Luck was on my side. The blade disappeared straight into the gaping maw of the lioness.

    I was pushed by the heavy weight but managed to brace myself.

    Thanks to that, I avoided falling flat.

    The lioness, impaled by the longsword, convulsed.

    Having taken one down right at the start, there was no time to revel in it.

    "Huh!"

    Riding over the limp lioness, another lunged at me with its jaws wide open.

    Hurriedly, I let go of the sword and grabbed the loose skin beside its jaws.

    This time, unable to withstand the beast's charge, my body was pushed backward.

    I ended up falling to the ground.

    "Target has been killed. 11 mana absorbed."

    During that brief moment, mana flowed into me from the slain beast.

    It was an amount incomparable to mana absorbed from plants.

    Those creeping into my body were overwhelming me.

    But I had no space to think about that.

    "Urgh!"

    Snap, snap, snap!

    Right in front of me, the lioness's jaws threateningly snapped shut and opened repeatedly.

    I had to fend off the lion even while enduring maddening sensations.

    While I was grudgingly holding onto the beast's hide, preventing it from closing in closer.

    A heinous pain suddenly seared through my left leg.

    Crunch.

    The sound was alien, yet it echoed loudly like thunder.

    "Argh!"

    My desperate shout did nothing to alleviate the situation.

    With a sickening tear, flesh and muscle ripped away, and everything below my knee was completely severed.

    Blood spurted like a fountain.

    The once-white space had long been stained red.

    Another beast had bitten down on and tore away my leg.

    "Hmph, huh..."

    Tears and drool streamed down uncontrollably.

    Though I had lived 25 years.

    A moment was all it took to stand on the edge of life and death, and the fear of death was absolute.

    I was terrified, convinced I'd be devoured by the beasts at any moment.

    I wished to die painlessly, and not suffer through the agony before death.

    And I regretted.

    "If I knew I'd die here!"

    In the instant I gave up, it would all be over.

    If I had given up back when I struggled to make ends meet, I wouldn't have today.

    Rather than crumbling before fear, gathering my resolve even more fiercely in that moment of despair.

    Something foreign began to stir within my body.

    「Mana Manipulation is commencing.」

    「Trait 'Mana Manipulation' has been generated.」

    I didn't have the luxury to thoroughly examine the words that appeared before me.

    I thrust my palm into the lion's upper jaw, gripping its lower jaw with the other hand.

    Muscles in my forearm swelled and the jaws began to part.

    When, at last, I let out a scream driven by sheer rage.

    "Ahhhhhh!"

    The lioness's jaw was forced open beyond the limits of its joints.

    Splash.

    Red blood sprayed onto my face.

    Huff, huff.

    Shoving aside the lion that had collapsed with a strange noise, I glared intently and shouted.

    "Inventory!"

    A firm touch was felt in my hand.

    There was one left!

    Clutching the dagger tightly, I yelled.

    "Come on, you bastard!"

    * * *

    Once the mission ended, something crawled into my body again.

    I was mentally overwhelmed, yet withstood the sensation.

    It felt akin to being tortured.

    Upon exiting the white space, I immediately vomited everything inside me.

    "Blergh!"

    The last one did not die easily.

    To start with, my condition was really bad.

    Having lost so much blood, my vision blurred, and my grip often slipped.

    As a result, I had seen my guts spill out and heard my flesh being chewed.

    Towards the end, I almost died from having my throat bitten.

    Yet, I barely managed to gut the last lioness.

    Thanks to that, I survived.

    "Ugh, huuu!"

    I wanted to cry out, asking why I had to go through such things.

    Hadn't life been tough enough already?

    Why add this wretched situation to it too!

    I vividly recalled the pain of the lion biting into my leg.

    Fear and despair from the beast's fangs sinking into my neck were unforgettable.

    Cloaked in those horrifying memories, I sobbed silently for a while.

    「Congratulations! MISSION - Tutorial (Beta Test 2/3) has been successfully completed.」

    「As a reward for success, 10 mana is granted. All injuries will be healed.」

    「Result calculation complete.」

    「Congratulations! Player Kang Hyunwoo has eliminated the target in 00:08:51.」

    「Based on your result, 3rd rank reward Attribute Mana 3 has been granted.」

    The following messages didn't register in my mind.

    The relief of having made it through was overshadowed by the fear of what might come next.

    A sense of resentment, with nowhere to vent, filled me.

    * * *

    With a day gone by, I forced myself to pull together.

    Time moved on, whether I lamented my suffering or not.

    Now was the time to stand up and move forward, not sit down and cry.

    Thus, I decided to take a break from night work for the time being.

    Preparing for future missions became the top priority.

    The first mission ended around 10:30 PM.

    The second mission ended close to 10:10 PM.

    Considering the time spent in the white space, it likely started around 10 PM.

    The first had likely stabilized for quite some time.

    'Both times were almost the same.'

    Next time may not differ greatly.

    I needed to sleep at night and maintain my condition.

    Getting bitten by a beast half-awake didn't seem appealing.

    Going to work as if nothing happened felt impossible too.

    And of course, even during breaks, I moved without rest.

    To verify the distinct changes in my body after the second mission.

    I started running early in the morning.

    Reaching near my house, I halted, breathing roughly.

    "Really, what a surprise..."

    The record left on the app was shocking.

    I had run at 20 km/h for two hours without stopping.

    Yet I didn't feel as if my legs would buckle or that I would collapse.

    Just heavy breaths and some fatigue.

    If I desired, I felt I could run for an hour more.

    My stamina rivaled that of top marathon runners.

    "Phew..."

    While people could exhibit superhuman strength when faced with life-threatening danger, this exceeded that.

    Tearing open a lioness's jaws or lifting a 100 kg refrigerator by myself.

    It was even possible to leap two meters further than Olympic champions.

    More than anything, the significant changes in my senses, such as vision and hearing, stood out.

    They had become so sharp and vivid, incomparable to before.

    It felt as if I was gradually stepping out of human boundaries.

    These irrational changes came with anxiety.

    "What on earth is happening?"

    A mission that started out of nowhere.

    Reality transformed like a game.

    A perilous crisis threatening death, as well as strange scars.

    The anxiety and fear remained vivid.

    Yet, I could not be held hostage by these feelings.

    I had to accept my current situation.

    The game had begun, and I needed to survive.

    "I must adapt."

    Otherwise, I might die playing this crazy game.

    That simple conclusion greatly aided me in determining what needed to be done.

    To adapt to this game, I needed information.

    Had I not reflected on mana after the first mission.

    Thus realizing that mana was a fundamental force of living beings.

    I wouldn't have thought to absorb mana through uprooted plants.

    "Then, it might have been more dangerous."

    What if the minimum mana operation requirement was 50?

    I could have been overwhelmed by the second lioness.

    I might have truly died.

    Therefore, I must constantly think and ponder to uncover more about the system.

    Even if wrong, I couldn't stop, and even if hard, I couldn't give up.

    "Phew."

    Regulating my breath to calm my mind, I called forth the manual.

    With the file itself damaged, I had to draw inferences from what was written.

    In fact, this game had a slightly different setup compared to normal games.

    There were no concepts like levels or stats.

    The status window only displayed a few simple words.

    Mana, affiliation, race, rank, attribute, trait.

    "Among these, the manual mentions four."

    Mana, rank, attribute, and trait.

    I meticulously parsed through the manual.

    Though I had read it once, I hadn't memorized everything.

    I intended to go through it thoroughly in sequence.

    Gradually reading helped me pinpoint words that appeared in the status window.

    「Trait」

    Refers to a player's innate ability, where certain traits may %#(! ◎¡!# ◎ː&△** ^&ㅉㅃ(=.......

    「Attribute」

    #◎!*ㅉ $^! Refers to the natural inclination one can utilize, and allows ▲ ◎〗※ː¿¿#!*ㅃ&^¿■■■. Additionally,......

    "Phew."

    Truly, it's infuriating.

    Damned System
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    'Is this what they call information?'

    The content was lengthy, but the amount of readable information was barely a speck.

    I gritted my teeth, but wasting time venting wasn't an option.

    After subtly muttering a few curses, I continued to search for explanations about other elements.

    About three pages later, I found the explanation of ranks.

    The ranks were listed in order: Alpha, Beta, Gamma, Delta.

    Most of the text here was also garbled, but the description about Delta remained intact.

    'A candidate rank that can be promoted to the top three ranks...'

    However, there was no explanation about the actual promotion.

    There was no information on the method of promotion or the benefits it could bring.

    'I don't even expect anything anymore.'

    I almost felt a sense of enlightenment as I turned the page.

    Simultaneously, I resumed running. There was still time left before my afternoon part-time job, so I decided to measure my physical limits while I had the chance.

    Meanwhile, I crammed the manual's contents into my head, trying to recall them without opening it.

    Suddenly, by chance, I noticed a weed pushing through next to a telephone pole.

    "Oh."

    I was lucky.

    It was the end of winter, so there were more shriveled ones than fresh, green ones.

    Moreover, it was harder to find them near my house since I had already cleared the area once.

    Lowering my posture immediately, plucking the weed, and stomping on it was as natural as flowing water.

    「0.02 Mana Absorbed.」

    After finishing the mana absorption, I brought up my status window.

    Player: Kang Hyunwoo (Beta Tester)

    Mana: 88.42 (Attribute Mana: 8)

    Affiliation: Earth

    Race: Human (Player)

    Rank: Delta

    Attributes: -

    Traits: ?????, adaptability, tenacity, Mana Manipulation (0.01%)

    Thus, my mana was at 88.42.

    Absorbing the mana from plants had once pushed it up to the 40s, and now it exceeded 80.

    Catching all three lions in the second mission was significant.

    'Each gave more than 10.'

    Recalling the moment tangled with the lions was dreadful.

    But I couldn't ignore what I experienced during that time.

    There was a message related to mana that I couldn't shake off.

    The record of that moment was clearly left in the status window.

    'Mana Manipulation...'

    I experienced the difference between just possessing mana and using it.

    No matter how strong I became, I couldn't resist the bite force of a lion.

    But after the message about the mana operation appeared, it became possible.

    'Does it simply enhance strength?'

    From that point on, I focused on this thing called Mana Manipulation.

    I had to master it fully.

    In the third stage, there would definitely be something more challenging than three lionesses to face.

    'How do you activate it?'

    The moment I calmly asked that question.

    "Sir, where's mom?"

    A voice passing by interrupted my thoughts.

    Halting my run, I turned around.

    I noticed a man in his 40s and a child around five or six years old passing by.

    There was a sense of unease emanating from them.

    A small unease that seemed insignificant if ignored.

    Unable to shake it off, I fixed my gaze on the two.

    When I focused, hoping to hear more of their conversation as they moved farther away.

    Sssss.

    Something sprouted within me, sharpening my senses.

    「Mana Manipulation initiated.」

    "Gasp!"

    I thought my senses were already keen.

    Yet, compared to what came next, it was nothing.

    Information poured in from all directions.

    I could vividly sense the intertwining sounds and smells.

    Thanks to that, I quickly picked up on the conversation between the man and the child, even as they moved away.

    "So, mom will come?"

    "Yes, if you wait over there, mom will..."

    The man looked back and met my gaze for a moment.

    He nervously averted his eyes and pulled the child along.

    "If we're late, mom might leave. Let's hurry."

    "Yes!"

    The wide-open senses suddenly closed off again.

    「Mana Manipulation deactivated.」

    The shock was brief, and I acted swiftly.

    Before I knew it, I was approaching the man and the child.

    "Excuse me, just a moment."

    The man flinched, his shoulders trembled, and it was clear he heard me.

    Yet, instead of stopping, he quickened his pace.

    The sense of unease intensified.

    "I said, please wait a moment."

    Rushing, I overtook the man, blocking his path.

    "Wh-what do you want?"

    The man immediately put his empty hand into his jacket pocket.

    His suspicious movement made my muscles tense reflexively.

    While remaining wary of the man, I glanced down.

    The child looked up at me with innocent eyes.

    "Kid, is this man your dad?"

    "No."

    "Then why are you with him?"

    "He said he'd take me to mom..."

    "I-I know his parents!"

    The man's angry shout cut off the child's words.

    'Why's this thing speaking so rudely to a stranger on a first meeting?'

    With a frown, I shot back.

    "Prove it."

    "Wh-what?"

    If the man's words were true, I was simply misunderstanding.

    But I couldn't easily shake off the sense of unease.

    So, I couldn't help but step in.

    "You can call them, right? Video call. You'd have their number if you know them."

    If it was just a misunderstanding on my part, it would end with an apology.

    In the worst case, I could endure being cursed at or slapped a few times.

    But if the man's words were lies?

    If this situation was what I thought it was?

    In the worst case, someone could get hurt.

    'And that someone would be that child.'

    I was thinking about how high the mortality rate is for child abduction cases.

    At that moment, the man pulled his hand out of his jacket pocket.

    As soon as my concentration spiked again.

    「Mana Manipulation initiated.」

    It felt like watching a video in slow motion.

    Compared to the beasts that once charged at me, it was painfully slow.

    So, I just grabbed him.

    'What do we have here?'

    In the hand I caught, aimed at my chest, was a kitchen knife.

    Memories tied to blades weren't pleasant, so I frowned instinctively.

    Suspicious conversations, a kitchen knife, a child.

    Combining these fragmented pieces of information only led to one conclusion.

    'A real kidnapper?'

    I was beyond amazed; I burst into a hollow laugh.

    "Let, let go of me, you bastard!"

    The man struggled to break free from my grasp, swinging his arm.

    But, my strength had grown incomparably since the past.

    The man couldn't slip from my grip.

    "Let go of me!"

    "You let go."

    With a swift kick to his shin, the man lost his balance.

    At the same moment, the hand holding the child's hand loosened noticeably.

    I quickly pulled the child away and pushed the man with my foot.

    He toppled over without even a proper struggle.

    My body, which had been tense after discovering the knife, suddenly relaxed, hissing as if cooling down.

    「Mana Manipulation deactivated.」

    As if responding to that, the message disappeared.

    Merchants, alerted by the commotion, came out one by one from their shops.

    I pointed at one of them and spoke.

    "Hey, can you report this to the police? Seems like a kidnapper."

    While I clicked my tongue, the kidnapper jumped up.

    "Why are you interfering in someone else's business?!"

    He adjusted the grip on his knife as if he intended to stab me.

    I pushed the child aside, and the nearby store owner rushed out to take care of the child.

    Simultaneously, the man swung his knife.

    "Whoa."

    As I bent backward to dodge, he immediately followed up with a thrust.

    Smack.

    I raised my arm at a right angle and struck down the man's wrist.

    Even though his thrust was blocked, he used the recoil to charge again.

    Every time the man attempted a thrust, I blocked it seamlessly.

    My body moved perfectly without even a tiny error, following my intentions.

    After several exchanges of attack and defense, the man, seemingly out of patience, closed the distance.

    My thoughts and actions flowed simultaneously.

    I pushed the man's wrist aside with my arm, just like before, and dove into his chest.

    Swiftly.

    As I tightly secured his right elbow with my left hand, I struck his chest with my right.

    "Gah!"

    The man gasped for air and collapsed.

    I kicked the knife he dropped, sending it out of reach, resolving the situation.

    'Did it really happen this easily...?'

    I had just mimicked a technique from a knife training video I frantically searched for after the first tutorial ended.

    It was a defensive move, not an offensive technique, so I hadn't watched it till the end.

    Yet, my body imitated the action without any proper training, based solely on having seen it.

    I truly realized the transformation in my body.

    The man's movements were far too slow by my standards.

    Thanks to that, I managed to restrain him without injury.

    "Tch."

    I clicked my tongue as I sat on the still writhing body of the man on the ground.

    "What about the police?"

    "I-I called them!"

    Answered the store owner, holding the child I pushed towards him.

    I restrained the man until the police arrived while mulling over my mana once more.

    Later at the police station, it took over two hours to give my statement, causing me to be late for my afternoon part-time job.

    The operations manager scolded me, and throughout the work, I focused on mana-related matters.

    The phenomenon the system described as Mana Manipulation.

    I worked hard to replicate that phenomenon again.

    My body worked continuously while my mind searched for the mana hidden somewhere inside.

    By the time my shift ended, I managed to see that message again.

    「Mana Manipulation initiated.」

    For now, my focus was so fragile that even a slight distraction would deactivate Mana Manipulation.

    It felt like guarding a flickering candle.

    And so, on my way home, I diligently attempted it repeatedly, more than dozens of times.

    This might be the thing that saves me in the next mission.

    Was it a reward for my relentless perseverance?

    As I entered a familiar alley near my home.

    "This is unbelievable, really."

    I sighed deeply as I gazed at the red smoke swirling around my left hand.

    I was brainstorming what I could do with it after managing to maintain Mana Manipulation to a certain degree of freedom.

    I attempted channeling the mana spread all over my body into one place and spinning it rapidly.

    Then I tried to force it out as if pushing through something.

    As if the mana was burrowing outwards, this event unfolded.

    "What kind of phenomenon is this...?"

    Muttering with a furrowed brow, I suddenly realized something odd.

    The mana emanating from my hand began to thin.

    Then, suddenly, it was gone.

    'There's still some mana left though...'

    I quickly tried concentrating mana back into my hand.

    And as if creating a hole, I made a way for it to flow out.

    By focusing on the mana's movement, I identified the issue.

    Every time the red mist trickled out through the hole, the mana's rotational speed within decreased rapidly.

    Gripping harder to maintain the rotation speed, the red mist continued to emit.

    Instead, my body's mana started depleting rapidly.

    Unlike simply circulating it within my body, I could feel the mana disappearing in real-time.

    'No, it's being consumed.'

    Like how fuel depletes as a car moves.

    My mana wasn't just staying in place; it was actively doing something.

    As an experiment, I punched the nearby wall of a building with my fist clenched.

    Thud! Crack.

    There was a deep and heavy sound, and a crack formed on the wall.

    I stood frozen in place.

    Pebbles of cement drizzled from the crack that began at the point of impact.

    Of course, I did put some force into it.

    But for the wall to crack from a single punch?

    Frozen at the shocking sight, I hurriedly withdrew my hand.

    Mana Manipulation had already ended, and the red haze in my hand vanished.

    However, the crack in the wall remained as it was.

    Whoosh, whoosh.

    I quickly checked the alley in both directions, in case there were any witnesses.

    Fortunately, no one was around.

    Hastily leaving the scene, my mind spun in chaos.

    'Should I report this?'

    If left as is, and the building collapses due to the load.

    What if someone gets hurt?

    The hesitation wasn't long. Eventually, I pulled out my phone.

    It was already past office hours for government agencies.

    I called the police, asking them to make a note for the agency managing facilities to check it out the next day.

    I couldn't bring myself to admit it was my doing, so I just said I discovered it.

    'Even if I confessed, I doubt they'd believe me.'

    I arrived home with a complicated and unsettling feeling.

    As I reached out to the door lock, I received a call from Yeonwoo.

    Instead of answering, I just opened the door.

    "Why are you calling...?"

    "Orabang!"

    "Hyung!"

    And I faced my younger siblings rushing towards me.

    "What's with you guys?"

    I asked nonchalantly while taking off my shoes.

    Yeonwoo pointed fiercely at the TV and said,

    "That's you, orabang!"

    "What is?"

    Following Yeonwoo's finger, I looked at the TV.

    I stopped midway through taking off my shoes, frozen.

    On the TV screen, there was a continuous playback of CCTV footage and a phone-recorded video.

    Over it, I could hear the calm voice of a news anchor:

    『...and Mr. Kim produced a knife. Despite the potential danger, Kang calmly protected the child by...』

    "Oh..."

    I was on the 9 o'clock news.

    "Orabang, are you crazy?! What if you got hurt running at someone with a knife!"

    Unlike me, who was at a loss for words, Yeonwoo shouted sharply.

  
    Chapter 6

    Chapter 6. Beta Test (5)

    Yeonwoo's anger did not dissipate easily.

    She was worried about what might happen if I got hurt rushing at someone wielding a knife.

    "Why are you so fearless!"

    She yelled and then burst into tears, which left me frantically trying to console her.

    A few journalists even called me.

    They wanted to do an interview or something.

    However, I was in the middle of this crazy gamev, where my life was at stake.

    I didn't have time to spare for them.

    I declined all interview requests and threw myself into relentless manual labor.

    It was a day filled with the cycle of mana manipulation, plant slaughter, and part-time work.

    Throughout the process, I discovered a few things about mana.

    When mana moved within my body, it generally enhanced my physical abilities.

    My senses heightened, and my basic physical strength increased; my skin became more resilient, and my strength grew.

    When I concentrated mana on a specific area, even a knife slash wouldn't cause cuts.

    "The rate of consumption isn't too fast."

    With the mana I possessed, I could strengthen my body for nearly 10 minutes.

    And when I drew it out externally, describing it simply as 'enhancement' fell short.

    "Destructive is a more fitting term."

    I could easily punch through a wall, which said it all.

    When a red shimmer covered my skin, even if a knife stabbed with force, it wouldn't penetrate my flesh.

    However, the rate of consumption was extremely fast.

    I could barely maintain it for 1 minute and 12 seconds without stopping.

    That, too, was only possible with an intense struggle to hold on until the last moment.

    When my mana began to deplete, my physical strength rapidly declined and, once exhausted, I reached a state of collapse.

    "It's not a skill I can use recklessly."

    Building upon these insights, I practiced repeatedly for three days.

    I was slightly on edge. There was a high chance the next mission would start the following morning.

    "The previous mission had a five-day interval."

    I might have to repeat that hell again the next day.

    Just the possibility of it sharpened my nerves keenly.

    Throughout my part-time work, I had to endure the tedious question of whether I was angry.

    But I didn't want to show that side of myself in front of my younger siblings.

    I paused at the front door, steadying myself.

    I finally managed to put on a smiling face, as usual.

    Only then did I press the door lock and open the door.

    "Hyung, you're here?"

    Jinwoo was the first to welcome me.

    "Yeah."

    As soon as the door made a sound, the boy emerged from his room and approached the shoe rack.

    I tousled Jinwoo's hair roughly and scanned the living room.

    Yeonwoo was nowhere in sight. Normally, she would have come rushing in, raising her voice.

    "Where's Yeonwoo?"

    Thinking she might have gone out, I asked.

    "On the balcony."

    Jinwoo's calm response made my body flinch unwittingly.

    "Wh-why the balcony?"

    There was no specific reason mentioned, yet I felt guilty.

    There was a saying that a thief feels guilty even at the sound of a wind-tossed branch.

    "No, let's not jump to conclusions. It might not be related."

    Yeonwoo had more than ten potted plants.

    Only the smallest one had disappeared.

    She might not have noticed.

    She had been quiet over the past few days, after all!

    There was no guarantee she went to the balcony because of that incident.

    She could be hanging up laundry or simply getting some fresh air.

    "She's fussing because a plant's gone missing. Claims she didn't put it away either."

    Just as I thought it, Jinwoo confirmed it, delivering the fatal blow.

    My expression stiffened uncontrollably.

    I had planned to use a couple more of the remaining plants in preparation for tomorrow.

    Of all times, why did she have to find out today?

    'If Yeonwoo gets angry, it's hard to handle.'

    We had barely managed to soothe her after the kidnapping incident last time.

    "Ugh."

    I groaned as I glanced sideways at the balcony.

    Jinwoo watched me with a peculiar expression.

    But before the boy could say anything, Yeonwoo came in.

    "It's gone, gone... I didn't even put it away, so why is it gone?"

    Yeonwoo mumbled to herself with a gloomy expression but soon spotted me.

    "Ora-bang!"

    Seeing Yeonwoo's face blossom into a bright smile made my conscience prick.

    "Uh-uh..."

    "You're back? Are you tired? Shall I give you a massage?"

    "What massage? No, I'm fine."

    While I dismissed her offer with a feigned nonchalance, my eyes drifted behind Yeonwoo.

    Through the transparent glass, I glimpsed the potted plants. I had to give them up entirely.

    "Ugh."

    I unconsciously clicked my tongue in frustration.

    The total amount of mana I could use was far too disappointing.

    With all animals off limits, my means to absorb mana outside missions were limited.

    With winter making greenery sparse.

    I couldn't set parks or mountains ablaze.

    I couldn't steal plants from others' homes.

    Even uprooting every green thing in sight yielded little.

    Despite the abundance of greenery, the mana I could extract was insufficient.

    Taking a wistful look at the potted plants on the balcony, I swallowed a sigh and headed to my room.

    How could I gather mana quickly?

    "Does a slaughterhouse hire part-timers...?"

    But even if I did get a job there, I wouldn't be butchering animals right away.

    "Ah, really."

    Back in my room, I flopped onto my bed, ruffling my hair.

    It would be great if I could find a place where mana flowed abundantly.

    * * *

    My prediction was correct.

    At 10 a.m. on the fifth day, the third mission commenced.

    Everything I had put back in inventory just in case didn't come with me.

    All I had at my disposal were the weapons provided by the system and the clothes on my back.

    「A new weapon, a Spear, has been provided.」

    A weapon was distributed first.

    The moment I picked it up, a dagger also appeared, grasped in my left hand.

    Immediately, my pupils quivered violently, as if an earthquake had occurred in my eyes.

    There were no curses left to curse this time.

    I expected the difficulty to rise with each stage.

    But this was absurd, regardless.

    "This is too much!"

    Standing beyond the mission window was a polar bear.

    I had to crane my neck back to see the head of the bear standing on its two legs.

    Its height appeared about twice my own.

    That was referring solely to height.

    Its sheer size seemed at least four to five times greater than my own.

    I'd seen bears in zoos before, but they'd never been this terrifying.

    At least at those times, there were minimum safety measures in place.

    With absolutely nothing to separate me from it, the terror induced by the massive beast was greater than I expected.

    At that moment, I couldn't even remember how strong I had become.

    My stiffened body was drenched in a cold sweat.

    Had I not been able to look at the mission window that obscured the bear, and subsequently checked the steadily reducing timer again, I would have remained frozen and ended up as the bear's meal.

    The timer had already dwindled to 10 seconds.

    "This... inventory!"

    I returned the dagger to the inventory before seizing the spear in a deadly grip.

    Poking with the dagger would leave nothing more than a scratch on it.

    With the inventory vanishing, the mission window disappeared as well.

    The polar bear moved first.

    Its pace was incredibly swift.

    Not befitting a bulk several times heavier than myself.

    "Kuuuuuhn!"

    As the bear roared, I extracted my mana.

    「Mana Manipulation initiated.」

    my senses sharpened, and my body became more resilient.

    The movements of the bear, which until then had only been marginally within my vision's capacity, seemed to slow down a bit.

    The bear raised its forepaw high, and I leaped to the side.

    Its sharp claws barely skimmed my cheek and neck.

    I ignored the light scratches, as regaining my stance was more urgent.

    Rolling across the white floor, I quickly got back up and clamped my left fist tightly.

    "Hup!"

    Just as I had practiced hundreds and thousands of times before, the red shimmer densely enveloped my left fist and arm.

    When I punched and struck the flank of the polar bear that was about to turn towards me—

    Crack—!

    "Krung!"

    "Huh...?"

    A stupid noise escaped my mouth.

    Right after the sound of something breaking, the enormous bear was flung backward.

    Stumbling as it attempted to get back up, the bear spewed forth red blood.

    My mind was frozen by the unrealistic scene, yet my body was already lunging forward.

    Instinctively, I realized that now, while it was injured and weak, was the opportunity.

    There was no hesitation in the movement of thrusting the spear I held downward.

    Thunk.

    After a dull sound, thump.

    The massive form of the bear went completely limp.

    "What...?"

    "The target has been killed. Absorbing 23 mana."

    "Congratulations! You have succeeded in MISSION - Tutorial Beta Test (3/3)."

    "As a success reward, 10 mana is supplied. All injuries are healed."

    "The performance is being tallied."

    "All over now?"

    Just like that? It felt so unreal.

    But the shock only lasted for a moment.

    "Ugh!"

    Mana absorption commenced.

    I collapsed onto the bear's body.

    After a brief struggle, the mana absorption concluded.

    With the mission over, rewards came in.

    Only then could I properly register the situation.

    In this ridiculous game that had started so unexpectedly, all three missions had concluded.

    A myriad of indescribable emotions whirled within.

    But at the moment, the feeling of relief at its conclusion was the most intense.

    "Sigh."

    I exhaled deeply and flipped myself over.

    Resting briefly against the bear's carcass.

    I sat down, reclining against the massive bear corpse, yet soon noticed something different and sprang up.

    "What's this...?"

    When the second mission concluded, rewards were given, and I had immediately returned to my room.

    I received performance-based rewards there.

    Today, however, I was still in this white space.

    The slackened carcass of the bear testified to my not yet having returned to my room.

    Frowning, I stood up.

    The deviation from previous experiences had my nerves tightly on edge.

    Loosely lowered tension once more surged upward.

    Scanning my surroundings to check for any anomalies, I recollected my weapon.

    After pulling free the spear impaling the bear's head, placing it back in inventory effectively removed it.

    I could then hold the spear again upon drawing it out from inventory.

    Precisely as I had experimented with several times outside.

    How much time had I idly passed in this white space?

    「」"Assessing your overall performance.」

    「Congratulations! Player Kang Hyunwoo eliminated the target in 00:00:39.」

    「A high-ranked reward, the Attribute Mana 5, is distributed.」

    「The highest-ranking result generates the Trait ?????.」

    「A duplicate trait is detected. Deleting the redundant trait.」

    Flowing messages appeared.

    Only then did I comprehend what my extended duration in the space signified.

    'I have to wait until other players completed theirs.'

    Immediately recognizing this, I prepared myself to brace against the coming impact.

    "Hup!"

    Mana absorption began afresh.

    My body crumpled to the ground again, where I writhed like an insect.

    After holding out and holding out, the end inevitably found me once more.

    I staggered and sat.

    "Tch."

    Mixed blood seeped into my saliva.

    Though still overwhelming, initial trials had somewhat ameliorated.

    "Indeed, the adage that practice makes perfect proved true."

    Phew, phew, as I regained my breath, my eyes darted around busily.

    I was still amidst a completely white space.

    The reason revealed itself before my eyes.

    「The tutorial is concluding.」

    「Calculating overall performance.」

    「Player Kang Hyunwoo's overall rank is 1/100.」

    Overall rank!

    As soon as I saw the message, my eyes gleamed.

    Until now, the system awarded bonuses based on individual mission performance.

    Thus, I expected something from my cumulative performance, too.

    "Yes, if I am to participate, getting first is the way."

    I had a fair share of competitiveness since childhood.

    Perhaps because of that, I felt an odd sense of pride, despite disliking this insane game, upon being ranked first.

    「An additional mission is given to those who achieved an all-clear.」

    「Players confirmed: 7.」

    「The barrier is activated.」

    「The Hall is open.」

    Of course, that proud sentiment vanished when the system spouted unexpected commands instead of offering a prize.

    Veins practically popped upon my temples from the unexpected messages.

    It should be rewarding me, and yet, what? An extra mission?

    The fury that had steadily accumulated since I got bitten by a dog that day burst forth.

    "What the fuck!"

    Yet, I didn't even manage to complete my outburst before my body shone bright.

    Damned System.

  
    Chapter 7

    Chapter 7. Promotion Test (1)

    "Ugh!"

    At the moment I let out a loud and interrupted curse, my body flinched in fear.

    Suddenly, a space full of lush greenery appeared before me.

    I felt the humidity and heat pressing down.

    Just standing there made it seem like I might sweat buckets.

    「Entering the mission site.」

    「This area is not a player protection zone.」

    「3 Purification Pills provided.」

    Seizing upon my confusion, the system delivered its messages.

    'Not a protection zone?'

    The phrase had changed.

    During the tutorial, there was always a notice designating it as a protection zone.

    Did that mean this place was different from that one? In what sense was it so?

    If I had time, I might have ruminated my questions more deeply.

    But before I could properly digest my thoughts, every hair on my body stood on end.

    Beyond the newly appeared mission window, something unfamiliar stood there.

    It was about the same size as me, but the physical features were completely different.

    Its feet resembled those of a beast, but its hands were like those of a human.

    Moreover, it was covered in a thick layer of black fur.

    Its claws, both on its hands and feet, were as long as those of a polar bear.

    It had sharp ears reminiscent of a fox.

    Its snout protruded like that of a dog or wolf.

    There were four long fangs jutting upwards, and eyes that glowed a deep red without distinction between the sclera and the pupils.

    "Kieeek?"

    Something with a tilted head, observing me curiously.

    What should such a creature, standing on two feet like a human, even be called?

    I could assure you; I had never seen anything like it since I was born.

    My muscles tensed as if petrified with fear.

    The creature was staring intently at me from beyond the mission window.

    And when the window disappeared, leaving nothing between us.

    「Mission begins.」

    "Kiiaaaak!"

    As the message appeared, the monster opened its maw wide and let out a roar.

    I could see its tongue splitting into three ends, and teeth crowding its palate like a hedgehog.

    My body flinched involuntarily.

    'Th-those jaws....'

    When it opened its mouth, the sides of its maw seemed to rip open.

    If it had been a human, that meant its lips were torn at both corners.

    Yet when it closed its maw again, it returned to its original state.

    It was no illusion. Every hair on my body stood on end, a shiver crawling up my spine.

    'What in the world is that?'

    What was that monster?

    The shocking encounter froze both my body and my thoughts.

    "Keeik?"

    Then it tilted its head quizzically and started stepping around me.

    It began circling me in wide arcs, and then, in an instant.

    The beast's mouth was right in front of me as it clawed the ground.

    My frozen body instinctively thrust forward the spear it held.

    The shaft blocked the monster's maw.

    The monster swiftly backed off with a leap.

    And once again, it tilted its head and began circling me.

    'What is this?'

    The behavior of the monster seemed as though....

    'It was testing me?'

    Seeing if I was strong or weak.

    Realizing this, I felt a twitch on my cheek.

    'And once it figures out?'

    The moment it decided I was easy prey.

    Gulping nervously, the monster bared its fangs in a threatening manner.

    I forced my rigid body to move.

    I stepped forward, shifting my weight as if I would attack at any moment.

    Flinch.

    Was my action the correct one? The monster shuddered.

    And it lowered its stance. Ready to pounce at any moment.

    It felt like a declaration that it wouldn't lose to me.

    The tension was palpable.

    As the monster and I stood still, locked in a tense stare down.

    "Aaaagh!"

    A scream that was unmistakably human rang out from a distance.

    That was the trigger.

    The monster and I charged at each other simultaneously.

    It was a reaction almost akin to instinct.

    Backing down here would mean the monster would think of me as beneath it.

    Not wanting to fall for its ploy, I too had to charge forward.

    "——!"

    The desperate cries continued, but I had no time to look back.

    I focused on my Mana Manipulation and thrust my spear forward.

    The monster twisted its body to evade the spear blade.

    But that wasn't the end.

    The creature pushed past the spear to lunge deeper, swiping its claws toward my legs.

    I hastily retreated the targeted leg.

    Just as it changed direction to attack the other leg.

    'You damn!'

    I threw my entire body backward to dodge the monster's claws.

    "Damn!"

    I made a mistake! Before I knew it, I had lost my balance and was tumbling backward as the monster clawed the earth.

    'At this rate, I'll be bitten to death!'

    I swung the spear shaft at the approaching monster.

    Thwack.

    The creature's head snapped to the side, and I fell to the ground.

    Though I tried to roll and get back up, the monster was one step ahead of me.

    Its head turned back toward me, maw open wide.

    I hadn't anticipated the tongue that would leap out.

    "Ugh!"

    I cried out at the unbelievable sight.

    The snake-like tongue had already wrapped around my neck.

    "Ugh!"

    While I was being choked, its sharp claws dug into my shoulder.

    Without the swift concentration of Mana, it would have pierced deeply.

    I let go of the spear and drew a dagger from the inventory.

    There was no hesitation as I plunged it into the creature's eye.

    Squisssh.

    "Kieeeek!"

    The monster leapt, clutching its head.

    I immediately took out my longsword, intending to stab its chest.

    "Wha...?"

    I exclaimed, dazed and frozen.

    "What is this...?"

    The monster with the dagger in its eye began to flee.

    I watched, stupefied, as the monster fled.

    "—!"

    A desperate cry broke the silence that followed, shrouding the area in stillness.

    I hurriedly got to my feet and stared in the direction of the sound.

    'Surely....'

    If I hadn't misheard, that was Japanese.

    * * *

    After the monster fled, I first staunched the bleeding on my shoulder.

    Tearing clothing to wrap around it was a temporary measure.

    'Better than doing nothing.'

    Luckily, the wound wasn't deep.

    It wasn't a piercing or a cut.

    No damage to the muscle.

    Just a shallow tear in the skin.

    Although there was pain, it wasn't severe enough to restrict shoulder movement.

    Thanks to enveloping it with Mana in time.

    "Haa."

    It was ridiculous how I shrugged off the wound as minor now.

    I sighed and got to my feet.

    Then, I raised my head.

    "... Crazy."

    A white sky greeted me.

    I noticed it while checking the wound.

    I'd bet my life that the white sky wasn't comprised of clouds.

    Truthfully, calling it a sky felt off; it was too close for that.

    More over, that unnatural feeling was familiar.

    'It's similar to the tutorial room....'

    Both the color and the unique whiteness were reminiscent of that place.

    After a moment, I wiped my face with my hand.

    My palm was soaked with sweat.

    "It's disgustingly hot."

    I had only been in this place for a few minutes. At most, 5 minutes.

    Yet sweat was already pouring from my body.

    Clicking my tongue, I looked back and forth between two directions.

    One was the path where the monster had fled, the other where the scream mixed with Japanese had come from.

    'Which way to go?'

    Heading toward the scream might allow me to join other people.

    It seemed this mission placed other players in the same space as me for once.

    Staying in a group could reduce the danger if we encountered the monster again.

    But...

    'Why is it so quiet, making it unnerving...'

    Nothing was heard after the desperate scream ended.

    That silence lent weight to an ominous assumption.

    'That side might already be done for.'

    The scream closely resembled the final cries of the beasts I had slain.

    The immediate silence afterward made survival doubtful.

    If they had won a fierce battle, there should have been some sound from the monster.

    What I heard was clearly a person's scream.

    Just the thought that someone might really be dead sent chills down my spine.

    'Had I not known how to use Mana, I too...'

    I would have been crying and shrieking upon encountering the monster.

    Just like when I was bitten by the lions.

    Recalling that time, the fear of death crept up.

    Swallowing dryly, I muttered softly.

    "Mission window."

    My encounter with the monster right after arriving left no time to check the mission details.

    I needed to know how to complete this mission.

    That was the only way back to my room.

    MISSION

    「Promotion Test (Beta Test)」

    Eliminate the enemies. (0/13)

    「Rewards」

    Rewards based on performance will be given.

    • Attribute Mana 10

    • Promotion (Based on performance)

    • Attribute Stone (Based on performance)

    • Currency (10,000,000 )

    There was no time limit or start timer for this mission.

    The content was lengthier compared to before.

    But only one word stood out to me.

    'Ten million won?'

    Gulp.

    My throat bobbed visibly.

    * * *

    Ethan, born and raised in England, was a student who had just turned 20 this year.

    With his unassuming personality, he led a fairly ordinary life except for his large build.

    But suddenly, due to the commencement of the game, everything changed.

    On the day of the first mission, he had been with friends.

    In an unfortunate coincidence, at a shopping center.

    His sudden disappearance followed by a return with blood on him caused quite a commotion.

    He was arrested and interrogated.

    Luckily or not, during his detention, the missions kept happening.

    The repeated summoning and the system information Ethan provided.

    Weapons and dramatically enhanced physical abilities that appeared and vanished from thin air.

    The British government took action before the third mission began.

    They took Ethan to the MI5 (Military Intelligence, section 5).

    There, they prepped him with protection, supervision, and basic military training, albeit most of it was useless.

    All firearms stored in his inventory vanished once the mission began.

    He faced the bear with nothing but his bare hands.

    'I should have learned martial arts.'

    Ethan focused more on marksmanship over the past five days.

    That miscalculation led to injuries.

    In an attempt to kill the bear, he had to sacrifice an arm.

    He could still hear the sound of his bones being crunched in the bear's jaws.

    He remembered the sight of his completely severed arm flying away.

    Unfortunately, there was no time to recover from the shock of his severed limb.

    The fourth mission began before he could manage the trauma.

    "Ugh!"

    His body, standing 191cm tall, was easily tossed through the air like a piece of paper.

    The encounter with the monster that oozed black liquid from an empty eye socket hadn't even lasted a minute.

    The monster charged at him before he could react, and the situation escalated quickly.

    Thud!

    Ethan's body collided with a tree amidst the foliage and tumbled to the ground.

    The monster's tongue, extending several meters, wrapped around Ethan's neck as it swung him around.

    'Such strength!'

    He tried to endure somehow, but the difference in strength was stark.

    Without any chance, Ethan was overwhelmed by the creature.

    Royally clubbed with its tongue, an overwhelming feeling of weightlessness followed as he was swung and mercilessly slammed to the ground.

    "Ugh!"

    The impact coursed through his entire body, forcing a painful groan from his mouth.

    'Need to regain balance...'

    Continuing to be manhandled like this wasn't going to solve anything.

    To counter the monster, he needed to gain control somehow.

    But the creature showed no mercy, giving him no chance.

    Thud, thud, thud.

    Using just its tongue, the monster began to batter Ethan's body.

    Ethan was utterly helpless against the monster's brute force.

    The creature overwhelmed him in every aspect.

    His face had already turned a ghastly shade from the lack of air.

    "Kraaaah!"

    With that, the monster dragged Ethan along the ground.

    As if intending to finish him off.

    Death, rapidly closing in, seized Ethan.

    'I don't want to die!'

    He struggled, but no escape from the monster was visible.

    In a moment of despair.

    As Ethan, gripping the creature's tongue, flailed, a voice reached his ears.

    "I leon mi chin! Geu sa lam nea lyeo nwa!"

    It was an incomprehensible language.

    Simultaneously, swoooosh!

    A sharp piercing sound sliced the air.

    "Kieeeek!"

    A terrifying screech echoed as the monster's tongue loosened its grip.

    "Gasp!"

    Breathing heavily, catching his desperately reclaimed breath, a shadow passed overhead.

    "Ya I sae kki ya, geo gi seo!"

    Amid harsh coughing, Ethan raised his head laboriously.

    There was an Asian man with his top off, chasing the fleeing monster.

    "Cheon man won!"

    With incomprehensible words, black fluid scattered into the air.

    The creature that had been the harbinger of Ethan's demise began to slowly crumble.

    TL's Corner:

    Money money money!!!

    Capitalism!!!

  
    Chapter 8

    Chapter 8. Promotion Test (2)

    Until now, the intentions of the system were clear.

    Kill the creature before you and absorb its mana.

    The three-part tutorial forced that pattern upon me.

    This time, the target to kill had merely changed from a beast to a monster.

    The moment I realized it, I bolted in the direction where the monster had disappeared.

    I had to catch the thing I stabbed in the eye with a knife and made run away just moments ago.

    There was now a reason not to miss out on the reward based on performance!

    'Ten million won!'

    Indeed, capitalism was magnificent.

    It could make me briefly forget my resentment toward the system and fear of death.

    Though there was no guarantee I would actually receive the money.

    If I could really get it, I'd earn a whopping ten million won in one go.

    There was no reason not to chase it.

    It was, of course, possible because I judged it was somewhat feasible.

    Along with having floored a polar bear with a single punch, I hadn't been significantly disadvantaged against the monster earlier.

    I was startled when its tongue suddenly lashed out.

    Yet I could keep up with both the monster's movements and speed.

    I managed to dodge its attacks several times.

    In a mana manipulation state, I wasn't physically outmatched.

    To make matters worse, the monster was injured.

    'I can catch it!'

    The chase wasn't that challenging. A dagger had fallen not far away.

    After retrieving the weapon, I followed the trail of black liquid on the dirt ground.

    'Could this be blood?'

    Briefly confused by the monster's trace.

    After a few minutes of pursuit, I located the target and involuntarily swore.

    "This damn thing!"

    The monster was just about to kill a white person I had never seen before.

    "Put that person down!"

    As soon as I began my mana manipulation, I raised my spear and hurled it toward the monster.

    The spear swiftly soared through the air and pierced the monster's abdomen.

    "Keieeeek!"

    It shrieked and turned its body.

    It seemed like it was trying to flee, taking hurried steps without any pause.

    The spark in my eye ignited.

    The Ten million won was slipping away!

    "Hey, you bastard, stop right there!"

    There was no way I would let it escape.

    I launched myself into the air, closing the 20, no, 25-meter gap in an instant.

    Leaping over the fainted white person, I landed above the monster showing its back.

    "Ten million won!"

    I shouted, driven by anger.

    The reward I could earn if I caught it dangled tantalizingly before me.

    Ten million won was enough to spur me on.

    My focus was far greater than when I first encountered the monster.

    Even as it turned towards me.

    Even as its sharp claws swung at me.

    Even as its tongue, like a rope, lashed out almost simultaneously.

    Everything appeared to move slowly.

    Twisting my body in mid-air, I dodged the claws.

    When I grabbed the monster's tongue with my left hand, the longsword appeared in my right and reached under its chin.

    「Sense is expanding.」

    「The Trait Sensory Extension is being created.」

    Beyond the system messages that suddenly appeared, I locked eyes with the monster.

    As unbelievable as it seemed, fear was blooming in the monster's sole eye in that instant.

    Even after witnessing that, I didn't hesitate for a second to thrust my sword.

    "Kieeek!"

    This monster surely intended to kill me.

    It was only because I wasn't weak that it failed to do so.

    No compromise was necessary.

    The resistance felt through the sword penetrating its skin was significant.

    Contrary to pulling its tongue, I pushed the sword stronger, deeper.

    Snap, crack.

    Twice, the blade pierced through the monster's palate and skull.

    As black liquid spurted into the air, the monster's body slumped lifelessly.

    When the corpse began to fall backward, I managed to land on two feet.

    "Phew."

    It had all happened in mere seconds.

    Yet, within my heightened senses, it felt as if time stretched over tens of seconds.

    Everything had seemed to slow down just before I killed the monster.

    I stored away that sensation in a corner of my mind.

    Relishing and practicing it would come later.

    Now, it was time for the mana to enter.

    Preparing for the impending impact, I turned around.

    The white person was in that direction.

    Brown hair with blue eyes.

    He had somehow managed to sit up, clutching his neck, and watching me.

    'I'll absorb the mana first, then assert that this is mine.'

    I intended to firmly make my claim beforehand to prevent any disputes over stealing.

    After all, without me, he might have died, giving me all the justification I needed.

    I started to organize what I wanted to say to the man.

    But the ensuing message forced me to postpone our conversation.

    「You have successfully eliminated the enemy. 61 points of corrupted mana have been absorbed.」

    The amount of mana was significantly larger than from the polar bear, but that didn't catch my attention.

    'Corrupted mana?'

    Seeing a message unlike any before, I was filled with questions and began screaming, rolling on the ground.

    "Heeewwaaaah!"

    Hundreds, thousands of needles crawled inside, piercing my entire body.

    Never had I felt pain when absorbing mana before.

    It was just an overwhelming sense of rejection.

    But this time was different. It felt like my body was being torn apart.

    Even as I writhed in agony, the system messages continued.

    「Corrupted mana exists within the body. Check the Chaos value.」

    「Mental corruption is commencing.」

    「Please purify the corrupted mana.」

    Letters thicker than usual left an afterimage as they disappeared.

    "Hey!"

    At that moment, the white man hastily approached.

    Experiencing pain I had never felt before.

    The approaching presence.

    A stranger.

    Instinctively, I pulled out the spear from the monster's body and aimed it at the white man.

    Should he attack me now, it would be dangerous!

    As the black liquid dripped from the spear's blade, the white man halted on the spot.

    Meanwhile, the pain didn't cease.

    "Grr, huup!"

    I clenched my teeth, but my body twitched as though having a seizure.

    The spear quivered as my vision blurred.

    "Haak, haak!"

    The pain subsided only after what felt like an unbearably long time.

    My face was a mess with tears, snot, and saliva.

    As I took a heavy breath and wiped my messy face, a strange voice reached my ears.

    "Are you ok?"

    I was sure I intended to reply.

    But what actually came out of my mouth was a query, not a response.

    "What...?"

    Someone was whispering softly in my head, in a faint voice.

    I shook my head roughly, but the voice gradually became clearer.

    And when I finally understood what it said.

    Unconsciously, I tightened my grip on the spear aimed at the white man.

    'Kill...?'

    It was just once.

    Understanding the words in my head made something surge up.

    'Why all of a sudden?'

    Why was I getting so angry?

    My breathing became erratic, as though I had been sprinting for hundreds of meters.

    The voice in my mind started growing louder.

    Kill, kill, kill, kill!

    'What, what's happening...?'

    Was this what they called schizophrenia?

    Clenching my teeth, I moved away from the white man.

    Otherwise, I thought I would attack him.

    I wanted to kill that person right now.

    It wasn't a misconception. The murderous intent was overwhelming.

    My eyes trembled uncontrollably.

    At that moment, a word flashed across my mind.

    「Please purify the corrupted mana.」

    'Purify.'

    I frantically opened the inventory.

    * * *

    Player Kang Hyunwoo (Beta Tester)

    Mana: 192.33

    (Attribute Mana: 13)

    Chaos Value: 31.72%

    Affiliation: Earth

    Race: Human (Player)

    Rank: Delta

    Attribute: -

    Trait: ?????, adaptability, tenacity, Mana Manipulation (0.57%), sensory Extension (0.01%)

    I had continuously collected plants whenever time allowed.

    Although not a large quantity, it meant I had a stable secondary income beyond regular missions.

    Because of that, a new word had appeared beneath my gradually increasing mana, nearing 200.

    'Chaos Value?'

    A strange term, a message about mental corruption, and a pill about the size of a 100-won coin.

    The hesitation was brief.

    I swallowed the white pill assumed to be a purification item.

    The pill turned into a smoke-like substance and was absorbed into my body, and the embedded thorns came out in a rush.

    As the Chaos value dropped to 0, the voice ringing in my head was no longer audible.

    "Phew..."

    Only then could I catch my ragged breath.

    Rising slowly from my spot, the white man flinched, trembling.

    I observed him closely.

    'Player...'

    Like me, a player suddenly dragged into this wretched game.

    A top-tier player who cleared all tutorials.

    A white man who spoke English.

    Considering the Japanese words I heard since being transferred to this space, I realized the players' nationalities varied.

    Instead of breaking the silence, I quietly stared at him.

    In response, the white man spoke first.

    "Are you ok?"

    "......"

    "Ah... I'm Ethan. First, thanks. You saved my life."

    "......"

    "Do you speak English? Understand me?"

    Though my conversational skills weren't lacking, my expression twisted involuntarily.

    After the GED, I had completely abandoned English.

    Clicking my tongue shortly, I opened my mouth.

    "It......"

    Of course, I stopped short before finishing what I wanted to say.

    'Why should I use English I'm not even good at?'

    He was speaking English as he pleased without even considering my position.

    Pointing the spear at the monster's corpse, I said.

    "Let's not argue over ownership. This was originally mine."

    I intended to hunt down as many monsters as possible and take the first-place reward.

    This monster I just killed was a stepping stone toward my ten million won.

    "What?"

    Ethan asked, seemingly not understanding my words at all.

    But there was no reason I needed to kindly translate everything into English for him.

    'It's enough that I saved his life.'

    I shifted my gaze away from Ethan.

    "Tch."

    Immediately, I stored the longsword in the inventory and inspected the monster's corpse.

    'What kind of animal is this...?'

    However much I rack my memory, I had never seen an animal like this.

    Moreover, the black liquid flowing from its wound.

    'Is this really blood?'

    The blood I know is red.

    Yet that simple and absolute truth was being contradicted.

    What exactly was the identity of this thing?

    Following my curiosities was a word I'd seen several times before.

    Glancing at the still-displayed status window, I confirmed the affiliation section.

    'Affiliation to Earth...'

    Then what would someone from a different affiliation be listed as?

    Lost in thought, I summoned the mission window.

    MISSION

    「Promotion Test Beta Test」

    Eliminate the enemies. (1/13)

    The count had increased.

    Coincidentally, I had killed one monster.

    Since this monster was an enemy as defined by the system, it was likely of a different affiliation from me.

    "The survival of mankind..."

    The phrase I saw on the day I was first dragged into this terrible game blurred my mind.

    What on earth was happening?

    "Phew."

    I sighed deeply, scratching my head.

    'Questions later.'

    This wasn't a suitable place for prolonged thinking.

    These monsters numbered at least 12 more.

    Postponing thoughts about the system and the current situation, I looked at Ethan again.

    As our eyes met, he awkwardly smiled.

    As if he had been waiting for my gaze.

    "I have some..."

    No sooner had Ethan started speaking than a tremor ran through my body.

    The count on the mission window at the very top had gone up, after all.

    'Someone else killed a monster.'

    There was no leisure to remain idle like this.

    I had a clear goal for this mission.

    I tightly gripped the spear.

    Judging by his gratitude or something earlier, it seemed he didn't intend to claim ownership of the monster.

    Even though he was a player who had fully cleared the tutorials, he had been overwhelmed by the monster.

    Would it be better to accompany Ethan?

    'Would he give up the next prey too?'

    Probably among the players who entered the mission area, there were 7 in total.

    Assuming one might have died, leaving 6.

    And 11 monsters left.

    How effective would Ethan and I be if we moved together?

    Should I propose accompaniment as a benefit?

    My concern turned moot quickly.

    My keen hearing detected a foreign presence.

    - Kiiik.

    Swiftly, I turned toward the sound.

    "Gasp."

    As I channeled mana, I could hear clearly amid the sound of leaves rustling and tangled reverberations.

    "Kiiik."

    "Kieek?"

    "Kiek!"

    Thud, thud, thud, thud, thud.

    The tremors were irregular. At least two!

    "They're coming!"

    I shouted as I caught sight of two monsters rushing past trees and through foliage.

    They were astonishingly fast, closing the distance rapidly.

    Almost as if they agreed beforehand, one monster lunged at each, me and Ethan.

    My face twisted in frustration.

    'As expected.'

    These things were surprisingly intelligent.

    I gritted my teeth and aimed the spear at the monster charging towards me.

    Despite accurately targeting its body, the spearhead didn't pierce the monster.

    It twisted its body to dodge it.

    'It knows bladed weapons are dangerous.'

    Even the first monster evaded when I thrust my spear.

    It realized it shouldn't get lanced.

    I reinforced my defenses and swung the spear.

    The spear shaft struck the side of the monster dodging the tip.

    "Kiek!"

    As the monster flew sideways, it lashed its tongue toward me.

    Instead of offering my neck or torso, I offered my left arm.

    The tongue, split into three at the end, coiled around my arm.

    "Ugh!"

    The moment the monster landed on all fours, I felt a strong pull.

    'If it weren't for mana manipulation, I would've been overpowered.'

    Exerting force into my waist and legs to avoid being dragged along, suddenly a scream rang out.
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    I quickly turned my head and saw that another monster and Ethan were entangled in a struggle.

    Ethan had been bitten on the neck, and his side had been torn open. Blood dripped steadily, soaking the ground.

    "Is that idiot seriously getting beaten so easily?"

    As if anticipating my own doubt, the force tugging at my arm suddenly slackened.

    The monster I had been fighting had diverted its attention and leapt towards me.

    "Hup!"

    I swung my left arm, which was bound by the creature's long tongue, as soon as it slammed into the ground.

    "Kieeeek!"

    The creature's body soared through the air.

    With all my might, I swung my arm, managing to strike the monster that was entangled with Ethan.

    With a dull thud, the two monsters and Ethan tumbled like pins struck by a bowling ball.

    I swiftly swapped my weapon for a longsword and severed the creature's tongue.

    The moment the black blood splattered across my face, I had already begun rushing forward.

    By then, my weapon had transformed back into a spear, and I hurled it at the monster that was showing its back to me as it struggled to stand.

    Almost simultaneously, the tongueless monster charged at me.

    Once more, my focus heightened, and everything seemed to slow down.

    I blocked the creature's upward strike with my left forearm.

    In one swift, fluid motion, I retrieved the longsword from my inventory and swung it.

    Slish-!

    The monster's chest split open, and black blood sprayed upward.

    Without pausing, I pivoted on my leading foot, whirling my body around.

    As I slashed horizontally with my sword...

    Swish.

    A chilling sound accompanied the sight of the monster's head spinning into the air.

    Black blood gushed out like a fountain from the cleanly severed neck.

    「Successfully eliminated the enemy...」

    Even as the message appeared, I continued moving.

    Approaching the monster pinned to the ground by the spear.

    As black rain spattered around, my sword plunged towards the creature's head.

    Again, the corrupted Mana began to be absorbed, and the blade pierced through the hard skull.

    My body collapsed like a puppet.

    「There is corrupted mana within you. Check the Chaos Index.」

    「Mental contamination onset.」

    「Please purify the corrupted mana.」

    Amidst the fallen bodies of monsters, wracked with pain, a voice echoed in my mind.

    "Huff, huff..."

    Having absorbed twice the Mana, I slumped to the ground.

    The process of absorption was excruciating.

    In such a state, fighting multiple enemies would be almost impossible.

    As there would always be Mana absorbed intermittently during battle.

    "What kind of bastard created such a damn game like this...?"

    I could not control the bubbling anger.

    Never had I felt good about the system before, but this was absurd.

    Feelings that were not my own, yet seemed to belong to me.

    It was uncomfortable, sickening, and made my skin crawl.

    I tried to ignore the voice echoing in my mind.

    Perhaps because I had experienced it once before, I could now suppress my homicidal urges somehow.

    Turning my head, I saw Ethan applying pressure to his wounds with his hands.

    Upon seeing him, the first thing I felt was annoyance.

    'If he can't even handle a single monster, what's the point?'

    With those skills, moving together would only be a burden.

    I concluded a dilemma I'd had since before the monsters appeared.

    It's better to move alone than to carry a load.

    I was a little worried about encountering more monsters, but...

    'Let's run if it seems dangerous,' I thought, opening my status window. The Chaos Index had increased again.

    I had just absorbed 62 and 57 Mana, bringing my total Mana to 311.33.

    In such a situation, the Chaos Index was about 38%.

    The proportion of corrupted mana in the total Mana was expressed as the Chaos Index.

    'What happens if it gets higher than this?'

    Even at barely above 30, emotional control was difficult.

    What would happen if the index rose further?

    Grinding my teeth as I glared at my status window, I pulled out a purification pill.

    'Wait.'

    However, this time, instead of consuming it immediately, I hesitated.

    There were only three purification pills.

    Having already used one, consuming another now would leave just one.

    'Does it purify everything at once when you take it?'

    Or is there a set amount it purifies?

    Regardless of the answer, it wasn't absolutely necessary to consume it now.

    I didn't know how many more monsters I would have to hunt.

    Corrupted Mana would continue to accumulate.

    Furthermore, I had no idea where to acquire more of these pills.

    "Shop."

    I mumbled, hoping for the best, since it was supposed to be after the tutorial period.

    「The shop service is not available on the Beta server.」

    But the damned System scoffed at me with its expected response.

    Looking at the situation, purification pills were essential.

    As missions continued, and monsters kept appearing, corrupted mana would inevitably accompany their deaths.

    Thus, the natural outcome was a necessity for purification pills.

    Yet, the system provided no means to acquire them.

    The anger, which had been steadily boiling up inside, wriggled to life.

    Attempting to break free of my control at every chance, it seemed.

    It was an expression that didn't feel right, but it was the most accurate.

    "Grrrr..."

    Suppressing the anger with effort, I glared at the white pill in my hand.

    Ironically, the rage trying to burst forth only honed my reason further.

    Though I had a tendency to get worked up, I had never been this extreme.

    These emotional changes weren't normal.

    I couldn't give in to the abnormal voices echoing in my mind.

    My grip on the purification pill tightened.

    'Not now, let's consume it once it accumulates more.'

    After much consideration, I reached a conclusion and rose to my feet with clenched teeth.

    Ethan, too, staggered to his feet with a groan.

    Without giving him a second glance, I retrieved my weapons.

    Then I drew clothes from my inventory that I had stored and tore them into long strips.

    I had a wound on my arm from blocking the creature's claws earlier.

    Though not deep, it was long enough to bleed considerably.

    In this uncertain situation of when the mission would end, continuous bleeding could be problematic.

    "Tch."

    I wrapped my arm, applying pressure to the wound, and checked the mission window.

    My face contorted as soon as I saw the numbers displayed before me.

    '6/13.'

    The number had increased while I battled.

    Having taken down three monsters myself, it meant that the remaining three were defeated by other players.

    If it was the same person who took down all three, my standing matched exactly with them.

    I needed to move faster.

    Suddenly, I found the situation of having to run around to chase down monsters rather ridiculous.

    I wondered how I ended up in such a predicament.

    With a deep sigh, I gripped the spear firmly and began to move again.

    Yet, barely a few steps in, I had to pause.

    There was a presence I felt from behind.

    It was Ethan, who had used torn clothes to bandage his wounds, just as I had checked the mission window.

    'This bastard's trying to freeload.'

    I was already struggling to control the rising killing intent and anger due to the corrupted mana.

    Thus, my nerves were extremely frayed.

    Ethan following me presumptuously made my anger flare.

    Without hesitation, I pointed my spear at Ethan.

    Visibly trembling, Ethan halted in my steps.

    I swallowed hard, my throat bobbing noticeably.

    "Don't follow me."

    Even if language didn't work, the meaning was conveyed well enough.

    As proof, Ethan began hastily speaking in English, begging not to be left behind and asking to be taken along.

    His trembling body laid bare the fear he felt.

    Unlike me, Ethan couldn't even handle a single monster.

    The current situation must have been terrifying for me.

    It was bewildering how I had managed to hunt a polar bear with such skills.

    With a frown, I showed Ethan my middle finger.

    In this situation, where I needed to secure first place while ensuring my own survival, I couldn't travel with someone who was more of a burden than a help.

    As I turned to leave Ethan behind, I felt a persistent presence following me.

    'Damn, this guy really...'

    My rage, which easily slipped from my control, manifested as action.

    I hurled my spear toward Ethan, who stood just a few steps away.

    Thud, the spear quivered after embedding itself near Ethan's feet.

    "Gasp!"

    Watching Ethan fall backward, I approached a step at a time.

    "I said, don't follow me."

    The sound of my breath, echoing intense emotions, felt foreign to me.

    I pulled the spear from the ground.

    A strong urge to kill Ethan right there surged within me.

    To resist it, I had to hold myself back with all my strength.

    Leaving Ethan behind, my steps became rougher as I moved away.

    Getting away from that imbecile seemed necessary.

    Thus, I'd avoid provoking this overwhelming anger.

    "Hah!"

    However, I had to stop after barely walking far.

    I felt a twinge of doubt.

    Was it really the right decision to leave Ethan behind?

    Leaving behind a burden with injuries who couldn't handle a single monster?

    Based on the words swirling in my mind, it seemed like the right thing.

    But why did I feel so anxious and uneasy?

    Grinding my teeth, I closed my eyes and took deep, ragged breaths.

    Until at one point, unable to suppress the rising fury, I let out a scream.

    Thwack, as my fist struck a tree nearby, it snapped with a crack.

    I stared at the Mana flickering in my hand.

    Its color appeared darker than usual. Could it be my imagination that it looked as if black strands were mixing with the red?

    As I watched it, rebellion sparked, turning me around.

    I refused to be easily swayed by the corrupted Mana.

    Without much wander, I found myself back to where Ethan was.

    I hadn't gone far in the first place.

    Finding Ethan sitting in embarrassment and wiping tears away while holding the spear, I approached me promptly.

    I noticed the larger man sniffling like that, it was rather annoying or perhaps even pitiful.

    "This is driving me crazy..."

    It felt as if I had been cursing more ever since this game began.

    With a deep frown, I beckoned with a flick of my fingers.

    Ethan, amid tears, began making odd noises like sniffling and sputtering.

    Despite that, I limped my way over to him.

    Almost pitiful in appearance, large compared to me, with tear-streaked cheeks appearing both pathetic and pitiable.

    With a long sigh, I tied the cloth around Ethan's neck and waist again.

    * * *

    After teaming up with Ethan, we had only encountered one more monster.

    Naturally, it was me who killed it.

    My record was now four monsters, and the mission count had risen to 11/13.

    'I can't have anyone else capturing more than me.'

    The system had promised tiered rewards.

    It was natural that the first place would receive the most.

    The system had made it clear from the tutorial that rewards would be distributed based on performance.

    I could lose the first place prize if I wasn't careful.

    Agitated, I ground my teeth and moved hurriedly across the terrain.

    But progress was slow.

    Ethan's health had rapidly deteriorated due to continuous bleeding.

    At a certain point, unable to continue walking on his own, I had to carry him.

    "What am I doing right now...?"

    I found myself in disbelief, carrying an injured person through this situation.

    I could just leave him. Voices in my mind were urging me to kill Ethan and be done with it.

    But for some reason, I dragged myself through the struggle.

    "Sorry..."

    Breathing heavily, Ethan continually apologized.

    Perhaps fortunately or unfortunately, his apologies somewhat sated the rising intent to kill.

    Though the smoldering anger couldn't be quelled.

    "Damn it!"

    Venting my anger out on the surrounding trees, I moved forward.

    And then, I had caught the faint sound.

    Changing direction, I swiftly moved towards where the sound had come from, soon spotting another monster.

    The newly found monster was lingering near a white wall.

    'What's that?'

    It appeared like a cave entrance with rugged rocks forming the outline of the wall.

    At that moment, sensing my presence, the monster turned and let out a shriek.

    "Keieeek!"

    While scanning the monster quickly, I winced.

    Near the creature were the stacked bodies of a large furred animal and a human.

    Upon closer inspection, there were long trails of blood around them.

    It seemed as though they had been dragged here.

    'Why?'

    I felt something was off, but there was no luxury to dwell on it.

    The hostile opponent wouldn't wait for me to finish thinking.

    I gently laid Ethan down as the monster rushed towards me.

    I charged forward toward it.

    As the gap closed, the monster's mouth widened.

    Having become accustomed to their patterns of extending their tongues, I felt calm.

    Grabbing hold of its tongue, I pulled it closer.

    When the creature finally entered my spear's range, I smirked coolly.

    The spear materialized in my empty hand.

    If the blade was recognized as dangerous, all I had to do was conceal it until it was time to stab.

    Thud.

    "Kiiiek!"

    The monster couldn't evade the spear piercing its belly.

    But it refused to be defeated easily, clawing its way forward as it grasped the spear's shaft.

    "Persistent bastard!"

    Strapped with the spear, its legs swept above, kicking my side.

    A heavy blow struck my ribs.

    Snap, I heard something cracking.

    It must have been my ribs.

    "Ugh!"

    As my body was thrown aside, my neck was seized.

    Mana enveloped my right hand as I brought it down on the creature's arm.

    Crunch.

    The bones shattered instantly, protruding through the black fur.

    Abruptly, a sensation of being airborne engulfed me.

    The creature had wound its long tongue around my leg and lifted me.

    My head spontaneously dropped lower as my leg rose.

    Thunk, after my back of the head hit the ground, I flew across the air.

    The direction I was hurled was where the white wall stood across me.

    In just a few seconds, the monster had spun around and was barreling towards me.

    Suspended in mid-air, I retrieved a longsword from my inventory.

    And at the moment my back touched the white wall...

    「A hidden mission area has been discovered.」

    「Trait ????? has been detected.」

    「Entry conditions fulfilled.」

    「Entering hidden mission area.」

    「Purification pills (x5) provided.」

    What?

    The Damned System
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    When I fell onto the hard stone floor instead of crashing against the wall, a new mission window appeared.

    HIDDEN MISSION

    「Mana Acquisition (Beta Test)」

    Eliminate the enemies. (0/32)

    「Rewards」

    • Attribute Mana 10

    • Random Box (×1)

    My head throbbed momentarily from the impact with the ground, but soon returned to normal. The first word that caught my eye was Mana Acquisition, followed by a number.

    "Thirty...?"

    Before I was able to fully comprehend the suddenly increased number, the scream of a monster echoed.

    "Screech! Screeeech! Ca-caw!"

    Intriguingly, anxiety filled those cries. Perhaps it was fear as well.

    The amusing part was that I felt no different since Ethan remained on the other side of the wall alone with the monster.

    Barely conscious, Ethan hadn't been able to walk on his own for a few minutes.

    "Damn it!"

    I rushed to the wall, feeling a cold chill as I pressed my hand against it.

    The area felt identical to the white void during the tutorial.

    It was apparent that the Damned System was responsible for creating this wall.

    No matter how I probed the wall, there was no exit.

    My frustration had quickly reached its peak.

    "Shit!"

    Just as I cursed and kicked the white wall, I froze.

    "Again."

    The shifts in emotion were something I could never quite get used to. Every time I felt the surge of violence growing within me, a sense of urgency followed.

    Desperate to control my anger, I began taking deep breaths.

    "The Chaos stat is at 48 now."

    With 50 within reach and a new mission on my hands! Remembering the number 32 I'd seen earlier, I quickly shoved a one purification pill into my mouth. Facing more than a dozen monsters while clouded by emotion was dangerous.

    As the thorn that had been embedded in me started to come out, my Chaos stat dropped down to 13.

    The intense fury that had shaken me earlier was finally abating.

    Meanwhile, the monster beyond the wall was silent, akin to the calm before the storm.

    "Damn..."

    Would that creature leave Ethan alive?

    It was quiet for now, but Ethan's screams seemed imminent.

    Grinding my teeth, I turned away.

    "I need to move before wasting any more time."

    The new mission needed addressing first.

    Only then could I leave this place and, at the very least, recover Ethan's body.

    I grabbed the longsword as it lay on the stone floor.

    With each deliberate step, my side throbbed where the monster had kicked me earlier.

    "Feels like I've broken something."

    With no immediate way to heal, it was a maddening situation.

    Holding back a sigh, I ventured deeper into the cave.

    As expected, what lay beyond the white wall was undoubtedly a cave.

    "Thirty-two."

    The likely number of monsters in this cave.

    "If they rush at me all at once, it could be dangerous."

    In a cautious assessment, my ability to handle multiple foes simultaneously was limited to two, perhaps three.

    As fear gave way to reality, my palms began to sweat thinking about the horde of monsters.

    Yet strangely, there were no shadows of the monsters in sight.

    I soon reached a fork in the path.

    Taking the right, I shortly arrived at a dead-end.

    "What in the world..."

    I was momentarily speechless at the scene I encountered.

    At the dead-end, tiny monsters were huddled together, crawling aimlessly.

    "Whimper, whimper."

    These creatures couldn't even stand on two feet, let alone reach my knees if they could.

    "Ha!"

    It was the very moment I grasped the behavior of the monster that had been causing havoc outside the wall.

    This was a monster's nest. A nest full of baby monsters that didn't yet have the strength to resist.

    The system was essentially instructing me to kill these beings to Absorb their mana.

    * * *

    「Congratulations! You have successfully completed the HIDDEN MISSION - Mana Acquisition Beta Test.」

    「You received Attribute Mana 10 for successful completion.」

    「A Random Box (×1) is provided as a reward.」

    I had no qualms about killing the baby monsters after witnessing the one that couldn't even enter the cave.

    It had clearly dragged a human corpse to the cave's entrance.

    It seemed evident that its purpose was to feed the young here.

    In such a scenario, delaying or pitying the little ones for not having fully grown wasn't necessary.

    Had I not interfered, these small creatures would have feasted on the corpse.

    I steadily eliminated the baby monsters.

    The mana absorbed ranged in the thirties, varying for each.

    With every breath, my body felt different.

    The increase in strength was so sudden that I couldn't manage it, thrusting my spear into the ground so deeply that I couldn't pull it out.

    It was a rapid shift that made controlling my own body challenging.

    However, there was no time to slowly and leisurely adapt to the bodily changes.

    As most of the babies were eradicated, an adult monster appeared.

    "It must've come from the fork."

    When the battle ended, I was utterly exhausted.

    "Spit."

    I couldn't distinguish between saliva and blood as I spat—it had been a chaos compared to the earlier encounter.

    I couldn't avoid wounds, especially considering the attack to my back and the stab near my ribs.

    I could feel the hot blood trickling down.

    Perhaps my lungs were injured, for breathing brought excruciating pain.

    Blue bruises marked my neck, and my arm and leg weren't spared either.

    "Urgh..."

    My thigh was nearly torn to the point where bone was visible.

    Yet somehow, my body felt lighter.

    It must have been because my mana surged past a thousand during the battle.

    Each cell in my body felt awakened.

    Regrettably, this transformation wasn't purely beneficial in my current state.

    All keen senses felt like piercing agony.

    It was as if I could discern separate strands of air brushing against my skin.

    Plod, plod—the sound of my footsteps burrowed into my ears like an unwelcome intruder.

    Drip, drip—the trickle of blood felt like it was scraping my skin.

    My hand pressed against the gaping wound in my chest but quickly released it.

    I'd almost broken my ribs from what was an ordinarily applied pressure.

    My body, despite being my own, felt drastically different.

    Exhaling a long breath, I gingerly pressed the bleeding area.

    As exhausting as the situation was, having to be so cautious about even this was troubling.

    "I just want to rest."

    Staying up two nights while juggling part-time jobs hadn't felt this demanding.

    The temptation to drop and rest loomed large.

    Yet, even if weariness threatened to collapse me, I dragged my feet forward.

    Returning the way I came, reaching the entrance was swift.

    The white wall had vanished.

    At the exposed entrance lay unidentified furry creatures and the corpse of a stranger, a white man, with a spear beside them.

    "Sigh..."

    I had purified the corrupted mana before coming out.

    With a purification pill reserved just in case, my Chaos stat was down to just 5%.

    Yet seeing the corpses, something hot was boiling within me.

    The distinctive odor of death gnawed at my senses.

    It was so vivid, so repulsive, that it drove me to nausea.

    Clenching my jaw, I made my way out of the cave.

    Intent on checking even Ethan's remains.

    The time I spent inside the cave amounted to about ten minutes.

    Not long.

    But I doubted Ethan was alive.

    However, once outside, I encountered an unexpected sight.

    Hearing a rustling sound, I checked and found a black man standing beside Ethan, poised to strike with a raised spear.

    Seeing that, I acted before I could think.

    "Hey!"

    Shouting, I hurled a dagger at the unfamiliar player.

    Blood dripped from my swift movement, leaving a trail on the ground.

    Thunk.

    The dagger flew with an eerie slicing sound, embedding in a tree beside the unknown player.

    Even I was surprised by the power behind my throw.

    Startled, the man recoiled and looked back at me.

    "What do you think you're doing?"

    At that very moment, black blood dripped from my head, tilted askew.

    It was from the gore spattered when fighting the adult monster barehanded.

    Limping, I approached with a spear in hand, prompting the black man to step back.

    Yet I stubbornly tightened my grip on the spear.

    I averted my gaze from the man and looked down.

    Ethan lay on the ground, my chest moving slowly, but still alive.

    And beside me, a monster with a pierced abdomen and broken arm lay, its life extinguished.

    "That..."

    Apparently, I had underestimated Ethan.

    The intruding player hadn't slain this monster.

    If he had, Ethan wouldn't have been alive by this point.

    'Would've died long ago at the monster's hands.'

    Thus, it was plausible that Ethan killed the creature before the player arrived and found him unconscious.

    'The player likely tried to kill Ethan for his mana.'

    From the tutorial's onset, the Damned System had constantly linked killing with mana absorption to players.

    Killing something would let one Absorb mana.

    It was likely the black man intended to kill Ethan because of this.

    "Ugh..."

    Faint groans emerged from Ethan.

    I silently watched before raising my head.

    Exchanging a glance, the black man began shouting.

    "———, ——!"

    I couldn't understand the language.

    Frowning, I adjusted the spear and swung it.

    My target—directly at the black man's head.

    Attempts to defend were there, but sluggish enough to bother.

    Sent tumbling to the ground, the man was once more struck.

    Hit first by the spear, then by the earth itself, he laid facedown, disoriented.

    Looking down at me coldly, I felt annoyed.

    "Disgusting."

    Acknowledging mana's importance to players in this game, I understood others killing to acquire more mana.

    Thus, I uprooted plants and gathered mana myself.

    Yet, I never considered murder or hunting animals.

    Still, I didn't intend to enforce my standards upon others.

    Should a player choose to kill and gather mana, then the ensuing guilt or societal repercussions were theirs alone to bear.

    My intervention in Ethan's potential death boiled down to one reason.

    "He's a person I went to great lengths to save."

    It would be indignantly wasted if Ethan, whom I carried to safety, were to end as fodder for a stranger.

    I didn't wish for Ethan's demise during this mission.

    "Scram."

    With a kick, I sent the unfamiliar player flying.

    Then, extricating the dagger from the tree with a click of my tongue, I squatted beside Ethan.

    New wounds I didn't recognize marred Ethan's abdomen and shoulders.

    Inflicted while slaying the monster.

    I briefly glanced at the dead beast.

    'At least he wasn't entirely useless.'

    I had broken its arm and punctured its belly, but had Ethan failed to kill it, a fool would not be too strong a term.

    However, Ethan was a player who survived the tutorial with flying colors.

    It seemed he had enough wherewithal to defend himself when death loomed so close.

    "Hey."

    Despite a light clapping of cheeks, Ethan's eyes remained closed.

    Yet he was undoubtedly alive.

    'About 40–50 minutes might have passed since.'

    The overall time elapsed since the mission commenced was around an hour.

    'Would anyone realistically survive this long?'

    Compression or not, blood had steadily flowed.

    For him to still be breathing...

    Even amidst inexplicable circumstances, robust life force became painfully evident.

    I sighed deeply, reaching to aid Ethan.

    Alive, but the present situation favored quick action.

    The mission counter read 12/13.

    "One monster remains."

    If Ethan was to survive, I had to move fast.

    Resolute on finding the last monster, I was about to proceed when—

    「MISSION - Promotion Test Beta Test's conditions have been fulfilled.」

    「Results are being tallied.」

    The last monster had been slain.

    「Result tally complete.」

    「Assignment allocated for hall closure. Please specify a codename.」

    Releasing Ethan to lie back, I frowned.

    "Codename?"

    What could the system possibly want now?

    "Hall closure?"

    Revisiting my initial fall into this forest, the Damned System mentioned something similar.

    You have entered a hall.

    Intrigued by what constituted a hall, I surmised something similar yet closure seemed its next venture.

    "Assignment...?"

    Infuriatingly consistent in its lack of guidance from beginning to end, I clicked my tongue, inputting an English initial.

    "K."

    No special reason complemented the choice, save for me being a Kang.

    While deliberating over spelling it out entirely, lethargy ultimately won as I settled on the initial.

    A minute later, another window emerged.

    「Closure Assignment」

    - K(36) : 201

    - Human(4) : 45

    - John(2) : 22

    - Lily(2) : 22

    - Ethan Rembrandt(1) : 10

    - ~~Maxim Mihalich~~(0) : 0

    - ~~Shota Hisaku~~(0) : 0

    Two of the names bore a line across them.

    One was associated with Japan.

    A realization struck me, clenching my fists tightly.

    A diffuse murmur before seeing corpses outside the cave instilled an inkling.

    Even so, registering the death of another heightened the impact.

    I had survived, and had no intention of dying in the future.

    Thus, my gaze settled on the numbers next to my codename rather than any unfamiliar names.

    36 and 201.

    The significance of 36 was straightforward.

    It matched precisely the number of monsters I had killed.

    The issue lay with the number 201 trailing behind.

    "Assignment..."

    My mind traversed the numeric information present in the Damned System.

    Soon, a chilling unease crept from beneath my feet.

    Surely not.

    "Gasp."

    The damning realization dawned.

    「Mana is being levied.」

    I sensed the mana being drained from my body.

    Assignment meant the measure of mana.

    In the immediate aftermath, my thoughts blanked, subsequent fury igniting fiercely.

    How hard I worked to amass this!

    "Grit!"

    Grinding my teeth, I braced as mana flow ceased.

    From then on, a tug of war ensued.

    「Mana is being levied.」

    The Damned System pulled,

    「Mana is being levied.」

    While I clung.

    It felt like clinging to the slimmest thread imaginable.

    Afraid it would snap if tugged hard, Yet incapable of relinquishing.

    Holding on was the sole action I could muster.

    Every semblance of sensation converged there.

    Amenable to letting the Damned System drain my mana was out of the question.

    This mana, painstakingly accrued through arduous labor.

    Qualifying for the hidden mission owed thanks to the enigmatic Trait.

    That alone comprised one outcome borne from dogged perseverance during Tutorial Phase 1.

    Now the Damned System intended to rob my sweat equity using the guise of "Assignment."

    "Think I'd just let you take it?!"

    The mana belonged to me!

    In a fit of rage, I bellowed.

    The mana surged, retreating to the depths of my being, as if finding sanctuary within.

    「Mana Manipulation proficiency increases!」

    「Trait Adaptability is applied!」

    「Trait Tenacity is applied!」

    「Mana Manipulation proficiency increased by 10.52%!」

    With laconic phrases arising, the tugging sensation halted.

    「System supplements the assigned amount.」

    「Barrier is deactivated.」

    「Hall is being sealed.」

    「Congratulations! MISSION - Promotion Test (Beta Test) completed.」

    「You are rewarded with Attribute Mana 10 for success.」

    「Based on performance, you are promoted to Alpha. Alpha-exclusive Trait Purification (Growth Type) is conferred.」

    「According to performance, you are awarded a High-grade Attribute Stone.」

    「According to performance, you are rewarded with treasury (10,000,000 won).」

    「Tutorial (Beta Test) ends.」

    「Community is activated.」

    「Main Server (Earth) stabilization initiates.」

    「Main Server (Earth) stabilization 0.001%」

    More messages filled the air.

    "Ha."

    When I opened my eyes, weary breath escaping me, my familiar wallpaper and red afterglows greeted me.

    Blood flecks landed on the vinyl bag splayed across the bed.

    "Urgh..."

    The residual pain in my shoulders, ribs, leg, and neck lingered.

    The implications of that pain were evident.

    Despite concluding the mission and returning to my room, the injuries persisted.

    My uneasy forethought about the non-safe zone proved right.

    Recovery halted with the tutorial's end, it seemed.

    Although the near-loss of my mana still infuriated me, there wasn't even time to nurture resentment.

    In haste, my hand reached for the cell phone on the bedside.

    Damned System.
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    Chapter 11. The System (1)

    I found it increasingly difficult to maintain consciousness due to the excessive blood loss.

    The sounds around me gradually faded away, and my vision turned blurry. Amidst the chaos, a familiar and welcome face appeared before me.

    If it hadn't been for this damned situation, I might have greeted them properly. Unfortunately, I lost consciousness without uttering a word.

    My faint senses abruptly disconnected, as if I was falling into an endless abyss.

    How long did I wander there? I encountered people both dear and resentful, individuals who had become mere faded memories of childhood.

    "Mom, dad."

    Confronting them awakened long-buried emotions within me, and I couldn't help but question, "Why did you leave us?"

    Despite my sharp tone, they remained silent in response. I knew they would never provide answers. Yet, I couldn't stop.

    "I'm struggling."

    Why was I experiencing such misfortune? What was going to happen? I wasn't dead, was I? I couldn't die. If I did, only the twins would be left behind, and they were just seventeen.

    I felt the need to stay by their side, guiding them to college and supporting them until they had stable careers.

    I wanted to pass on everything my parents had given me, but I had been inadequate as a hyung and oppa, offering far too little.

    Patiently, they listened to my endless lamentations and held me, patting my back gently. I felt like a weak, powerless child again, unable to stop crying.

    * * *

    Upon waking up in a private hospital room, the first thing I felt was relief. I hadn't died, thankfully.

    But I couldn't feel entirely relieved due to the menacing gazes of the people glaring at me.

    "So, you won't explain?"

    "... For now."

    A scoff came from Seo Jaehyuk, someone I'd known since we were around five or six, thanks to our parents' friendship.

    While most of my friends distanced themselves after quitting school, Jaehyuk remained close, bonded by our parents' acquaintance and a natural camaraderie.

    Financial hardship didn't weaken our relationship. I considered him an invaluable friend, someone who rushed immediately upon receiving my unexplained call.

    "Then, shall I tell my end?"

    The person standing beside Jaehyuk, fixing his penetrating gaze on me, spoke. It was Seo Jonghun, Jaehyuk's father, a college classmate of my late father, and a former coworker at the same university hospital. Uncle Jonghun had helped me and the twins when our uncle sold our home and disappeared.

    "I've contacted your siblings. Managed to stop them from coming."

    Jonghun's words made me flinch. Stopped them?... meaning they knew I was injured. Explaining to the twins would be another worry. But I was grateful simply for being alive.

    "... Thank you, Uncle."

    "I cleaned your room. The kids didn't see it."

    "... Thank you."

    The room had been a mess, soaked in blood, until Jaehyuk arrived to take me to the hospital.

    The jarring car ride, honking horns, and the lights I saw entering the surgery room were the fragmented memories I retained before losing consciousness.

    Yet, I knew I owed my survival to these two people.

    I awkwardly scratched my neck as I glanced at the father and son standing beside my bed, pondering how to explain the situation.

    I had called Jaehyuk instead of 119 because I couldn't begin to describe my injuries.

    Knowing these people well since childhood didn't necessarily make explanations easier.

    'Fighting monsters isn't exactly something I can say...'

    Our parents had been my only support after my own parents' passing, and seeing them looking at me with worried eyes weighed heavily on my heart.

    Despite their shared history, articulating my circumstances was daunting.

    The inexplicable fantasy of my ordeal wasn't the issue; they wouldn't doubt my word when my life was at stake.

    Embarrassingly, I simply lacked enough information myself, filling me with uncertainty.

    'The information is limited, not much is confirmed.'

    Could I reveal anything about the game to these two in such a situation?

    The scene of the monster I fought lingered in my memory, reminding me of the danger.

    In my mind, I saw the bodies of people the monsters had killed.

    'No,'

    I resolved to keep it hidden. These two, without mana, must not be entangled in this until I was certain it was safe to tell.

    In front of their penetrating stares, I remained silent.

    Despite the irritation in Jonghun's voice, "It involves your life, yet you won't speak?"

    I met his eyes and responded, "Not right now."

    The blunt manner of my reply dissolved into sighs, aware their questioning stemmed from concern.

    "I see."

    Luckily, Jonghun accepted my decision after a brief silence. "You're not reckless. We'll wait."

    I relaxed, grateful for their trust, as they didn't press further. In another's situation, choosing silence instead of explaining might have proved difficult.

    "At least let me check the wounds."

    Jonghun's resigned tone as he approached made me uneasy. He examined my chest and side, unfastening my gown. A moment later, he sighed deeply.

    "Odd not needing a mask..."

    I glanced at the oxygen mask hanging beside the bed, recalling I had torn it off upon waking due to suffocation, partially damaging it in the process, albeit slightly. Fortunately, Jonghun seemed uninterested in the mask.

    His focus shifted to the obvious instead: the rapidly healing wound visibly improving within just one day.

    "It's definitely been only a day?"

    "It's been about 22 hours since you arrived."

    Yet, the wound was already healing, plainly visible.

    'Indeed...'

    Returning home, breathing had been painful, but now I was remarkably intact.

    'Looks like it's more than just enhanced strength.'

    The influence of mana was more significant than I expected.

    'Was Ethan's survival in such a state due to this recovery ability?'

    Thinking of Ethan, who still clung to life barely before the mission ended, I sighed. Until now, recovery had been immediate post-mission completion, leaving me unaware of it.

    "Is this also difficult to explain?"

    Unlike I, who sighed heavily, Jonghun inquired calmly.

    "... Yes."

    "Another doctor assisted with your surgery. And that?"

    "I'd rather not escalate things."

    "Then I'll handle it privately. Medical records will exist, but don't worry about the bills; I'll manage."

    I nodded silently.

    "... Thank you."

    Recognizing my reluctance, Jonghun didn't press further. The room fell into a heavy silence.

    "Let's delay your discharge. Rest for now."

    "Yes, Uncle."

    As the silence ended, Jonghun excused himself to attend to my work and left the room. With Jonghun gone, Jaehyuk rolled a chair close, speaking up.

    "Can't you tell me either?"

    Growing up together, I and Jaehyuk knew each other better than we knew our own parents.

    There were numerous instances where I had confided in Jaehyuk, things I hadn't shared with Jonghun, especially right after my parents' death.

    Yet, this time was different.

    "... Later, once I've sorted things out."

    I gestured dismissively.

    "Ugh, if pressured, you would have talked already."

    Jaehyuk clicked his tongue, rubbing his face wearily.

    "Let me ask something else then."

    "Like what?"

    Responding in a tired tone, Jaehyuk's expression grew serious.

    "Could something like this happen again?"

    I answered with a slight nod. Jaehyuk exhaled deeply.

    "If you get injured again, at least wait until I become a doctor first. What is this?"

    His tone was covered in irritation, yet it didn't bother me. I understood Jaehyuk's clumsy attempt to crack a joke, expressing concern.

    'He's not showing it.'

    Jaehyuk was trying to change the mood. In turn, I replied more lightly.

    "How many years do I have to wait for that? You're not even an intern yet."

    Jaehyuk was studying medicine, not yet having passed the medical licensing exam.

    "It'll be soon. Can't you wait a few years? Then I'll take care of you myself."

    "Nonsense."

    The light banter between us began to ease the residual tension, finally restoring a sense of normalcy. Yet somewhere within, I felt a heaviness, a chill.

    "Main Server (Earth) stabilization: 2.039%"

    The sentence stood boldly in one corner of my vision. Remembering the moment I first began the tutorial, my heart tightened with anxiety.

    'Stabilization is followed by activation...'

    The Beta Server underwent two phases. It was likely the Main Server would follow a similar process.

    At that time, incidents like today's could repeat. Remembering the dream where I met my parents, I steeled myself.

    Whatever happened, I vowed to endure it.

    'I won't die.'

    I wouldn't follow my parents' footsteps. I refused to leave the twins alone.

    * * *

    When Jaehyuk excused himself, leaving me alone in the room, I opened the inventory to find two bundles of fifty-thousand won bills inside.

    'Ten million won.'

    I clenched my fist around the money.

    'Is this real money?'

    They appeared perfectly legitimate to the naked eye. Even after searching my phone for anti-counterfeiting measures, it didn't seem to be fake.

    Swallowing dryly, I steadied my breath.

    Should this be real currency, the grueling ordeal facing monsters had been worthwhile. It was money he'd have to work four months, with minimal sleep, to earn.

    'I should buy the twins laptops.'

    I could also enroll them in the programs or online courses they wanted.

    He'd have to spend it without passing through a bank, but for once, since this damned game began, I felt good.

    Returning the money to the inventory, I pulled out a small box the size of my fist.

    'Random box.'

    Looking like a common draw box from gacha games.

    "Would you like to use the Random Box (×1)? (Y/N)"

    After a short pause, I pressed yes, and the box glowed, leaving only a slip of paper in my hand.

    "A free shop coupon (×1)"

    My expression soured.

    'A coupon for an unopened shop?'

    They weren't offering freebies ungenerously; this prize was simply unusable at the moment.

    "Ha..."

    Sighing deeply, I shoved the voucher back into the inventory. He'd have to wait for the shop to open before checking it. Shaking my head, I opened my status window next.

    Player Kang Hyunwoo (Beta tester)

    Mana: 1439.53 (attribute mana: 33)

    Chaos: 12.68%

    Affiliation: Earth

    Race: Human (player)

    Rank: Alpha

    Traits: ?????, adaptability, tenacity, Mana Manipulation (11.09%), sense Expansion (0.14%), Purification (lv.1 - 0.00%)

    My mana had decreased by roughly 30 since I last checked, a portion likely forcibly taken by the system.

    "Tch."

    I clicked my tongue, scrutinizing the remaining information.

    Adaptability and Tenacity were still unclear.

    'The system message suggests it might relate to Mana Manipulation proficiency...'

    Nevertheless, nothing was definitive. However, the newly obtained Sense Expansion seemed more understandable.

    'Time felt slower when it activated.'

    My combat ability would greatly benefit from consistent practice.

    Lastly, I reviewed the chaos level and the record of corrupted mana I absorbed until now.

    From personal experience, corrupted mana incites killing urges or impulses.

    It might also provoke anger; possessing just over 10% chaos made controlling my temper impossible.

    Having observed the displayed level, I saved thoughts on my rank and traits for last.

    'Alpha and Purification.'

    Only the Delta rank details were completely listed in the manual. Any other information on Alpha was absent, noting merely its position as the top tier. Up to today, however, several revelations unfolded.
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    "Purification is an Alpha-exclusive Trait."

    I had realized why Alpha ranked as the highest grade. There was no need for purification pills when dealing with corrupted mana.

    To kill a monster and absorb its Mana, one typically needed purification pills. However, Alpha could purify corrupted mana autonomously, showcasing its remarkable capabilities.

    From observing this, I speculated about the limitations of lower grades. Lower grades might still need to acquire purification pills separately. I figured they could be bought from the shop, but a price would surely be attached to it.

    After coming to these conclusions, I decided to let it go. It didn't concern me, as I had already attained the rank of Alpha. What mattered to me now was figuring out how to use the "Purification!"

    Trait.

    "Purification."

    I tried saying it aloud, but the system remained silent.

    "Trait, Purification."

    I attempted several variations, but the only reaction was the system's silence. It reminded me of the end of the first tutorial when I had tried all sorts of futile actions to use Mana.

    Unlike then, however, I wasn't frustrated. Thanks to the ten million won reward, I felt slightly more forgiving. I accepted it with indifference instead of lashing out.

    "The system isn't being unhelpful for the first time!"

    I thought. It was better to spend time figuring out a method than to express anger.

    I closed my eyes and concentrated on my Mana. Unknowingly, my body flinched. Moving Mana felt several times easier than before.

    Even before the promotion test, I could control Mana, but something had fundamentally changed. Previously, it was like forcing Mana to move against its will. But now, it felt as if the Mana followed my gestures willingly.

    I noticed that my Mana Manipulation stat had risen to 10%, which I guessed was the reason.

    "So this is what it means to improve proficiency!"

    I realized, finding Mana manipulation much simpler.

    I was glad I had stubbornly held onto my Mana, not spending it frivolously. My proficiency had increased enormously, preserving most of my Mana.

    "One must always protect what's theirs!"

    I nodded in satisfaction and focused on my Mana again.

    Circulating my Mana throughout my body, I felt the barbs embedded in me acutely. As I concentrated on them, the smoothly flowing Mana abruptly halted and began latching onto the barbs.

    It was an almost instinctive realization: these barbs were filth delivered along with the Mana. And with them embedded in my body, they corrupted my mind.

    The system referred to this as corrupted mana.

    So, if I could extract these barbs from himself...

    'The Mana absorbed within my body would remain, and the filth would disappear.'

    With that understanding, all I needed was execution.

    I wasn't misguided; purification was akin to moving muscles I had never used. More accurately, it was like exercising muscles I wasn't even aware I possessed.

    I ground my teeth, a muffled sound of effort emerging.

    Simultaneously, the barbs embedded in my body slowly pushed out like caterpillars crawling.

    「Trait Purification has been activated.」

    "Ugh!"

    I gasped, panting heavily as both Mana Manipulation and the Trait deactivated.

    Reading the system message, I felt a mix of joy and fury.

    I was thrilled to have finally discovered a method for purification. Yet the difficulty of it all was infuriating.

    After exerting immense effort, I had only managed to extract one. Considering the absorbed amount right after killing the monster, I could foresee the challenges ahead.

    "This damn game doesn't make anything easy!"

    I muttered softly, again focusing on Purification.

    Having started, I was determined to see it through.

    It took me two hours that day to reduce the Chaos stat at around 5% to zero.

    Truly, it was a game I couldn't grow fond of.

    * * *

    In the evening, I proceeded with my discharge. My wounds had visibly healed, and I didn't want to worry my siblings by staying away too long.

    Considering my younger siblings might get anxious, it seemed the sensible decision.

    Jaehyuk, having brought a car, made it easier for I to accept the ride.

    On the way back home, I mulled over the explanations I had to fabricate for my siblings. Before my discharge, I had coordinated with Jonghun on the story.

    "I fell down the stairs and got injured," they had agreed to say. "The detailed examination was just in case."

    Fortunately, Jonghun hadn't disclosed how severely I was hurt, leaving room to gloss over the details somewhat.

    "No need to worry them unnecessarily!"

    I thought. With the school entry ceremony looming, I didn't want to unsettle them over nothing trivial.

    While I was sitting quietly, contemplating the lies I'd tell my siblings, Jaehyuk glanced over from the driver's seat.

    "Are you really okay?!"

    Jaehyuk asked.

    "You saw earlier!"

    I replied. Jaehyuk had observed my wounds healing in real-time over half a day. Though pain lingered, it wasn't hindering my movements.

    Baffled yet feeling relieved, I viewed the situation optimistically.

    "The likelihood of dying has diminished!"

    I considered.

    Staring ahead in silence, I sensed a fleeting glance from Jaehyuk.

    "What are you thinking about?!"

    Jaehyuk's voice was marked by careful concern, reflecting his worry for me.

    I leaned back in the passenger seat and responded, "Why is this happening to me?"

    Jaehyuk offered no reply.

    Looking at him, I murmured under my breath, "Community."

    "What?!"

    Jaehyuk questioned.

    "Talking to myself!"

    I answered, my eyes scanning rapidly.

    My thoughts turned to something I'd only realized when leaving the hospital—the community was now accessible, much like the shop that had been unusable during the tutorial.

    The community had been activated in the system, and messages now appeared normally. There were already five or six posts, with even more comments.

    But I wasn't interested in posts by other players.

    "Player 98."

    Seeing the number at the top of the community page made me grit my teeth in frustration.

    Two numbers were missing from an even 100.

    This matched the number of scratched-out names I had seen in the promotion test mission.

    "The selection message mentioned 100 players!"

    I recalled. Out of them, two had perished.

    The gruesome bodies I'd witnessed flashed uncomfortably before my eyes. I swallowed my nausea down, tightening my focus.

    '98...'

    I pondered the number before noticing something odd.

    'The tutorial wasn't so forgiving!'

    Only two had died out of a hundred?

    Thinking it over, one thing stood out: "Safe Zone".

    The white space where the tutorial occurred, and the forest where the monster appeared. The difference was the presence of a Safe Zone.

    'Did failing the tutorial mean you wouldn't die?'

    My hypothesis was accurate.

    「Title: All Clear.」

    The information related to this theory was boldly contained within a short-titled post.

    「Content: "Those who cleared entirely aren't human, huh? How did they catch the lions? I was too busy getting torn apart. If it hadn't failed, I would've definitely died."」

    - Lions are easier than polar bears, I think.

    ⌎"Right, I was knocked out after one hit. I woke up to a failure notification."

    ⌎"But there was a spear for the bear. You could lure it into stabbing itself with its weight. Catching the lions was more impressive. There were three of them."

    ⌎"So, did you catch the bear? You're amusing.

    - I'm curious how they cleared stages 2 and 3, but more curious about what they're doing now.

    ⌎"What rewards did they get? They must've received something good. The system was all about scores."

    ⌎"That's uncertain."

    ⌎"Surely a special perk. The system didn't calculate scores for nothing. I ranked 5th after catching something. They give additional rewards for high rankers. Among those who cleared additional missions, those in the higher ranks received something extra."

    ⌎"I'm jealous."

    – Are you the author of the bold comment?

    ⌎"Yes, that's me.

    - I'm rather glad I didn't go for all-clear. The player count dropped. The rest must've waited in the Safe Zone, no reason for the numbers to drop. Two of those who cleared must've died.

    ⌎"Wasn't it said that injuries healed after the mission ended?"

    ⌎"But it was a tutorial. It mentioned 'Safe Zone.'"

    ⌎"Does that mean no healing after the tutorial?"

    ⌎"In most games, yes. During a tutorial, characters aren't damaged.

    - Damned those Coca-Cola guys.

    ⌎"Got quite the beating from the polar bear, eh? Hahaha."

    Failing the tutorial didn't mean death. It was a Safe Zone. I didn't know this because I didn't fail, but those who did were already aware.

    A brief thought of the struggles during the tutorial almost stirred my anger.

    But the time for anger had long passed. With a near-zen state, I sighed heavily and read through each comment.

    "It seems there's an automatic translation in the community."

    For players from various nationalities, the system provided an auto-translate feature.

    While there were awkward phrasings, understanding the content wasn't difficult.

    The issue was that none of the comments contained useful information.

    Eventually, I decided to return to the main page to check other posts.

    "Uh?"

    I suddenly hesitated, unable to click another post.

    A new entry had appeared that hadn't been there a moment ago.

    Title: K, I have something to tell you.

    All community posts were anonymous. The posters and commenters remained unknown.

    In such a platform, seeing a post mentioning something related to me was surprising.

    "K...?"

    My codename, it seemed.

    If it truly referred to my codename, then the person had seen the mission allocation list.

    Conclusively, excluding himself, it had to be one of the remaining four from the promotion exam, considering two had died.

    Someone among those was trying to contact me.

    "But why?"

    Still hesitating over the title, I decided to check the post's contents. There was no major risk in doing so.

    「I have something I must tell you. Would you understand if I said I want to repay my life's worth? If you're K, leave a private comment. It'll be helpful.」

    Reading it, I guessed the writer's identity.

    "Based on the mention of repaying a life debt, it seems like Ethan!"

    I concluded.

    As I deliberated over the open page, comments quickly began to accumulate.

    Observing them, I decided to leave a short comment.

    True to Ethan's word, the comments had a private feature, which offered privacy from the view of others.

    This functioned perfectly for my intentions, as there was no need to publicize their exchange unnecessarily.

    (Private Comment) Ethan, is that you?

    Whether he was eagerly waiting or not, a reply arrived swiftly.

    ⌎(Private Comment) Do you remember where I first got injured?

    ⌎(Private Comment) How about you confirm your identity first?

    ⌎(Private Comment) I will not until I know who you are.

    Playing cautious, wasn't he?

    Clicking my tongue briefly, I added another comment.

    ⌎(Private Comment) I think you were strangled, leaving bruises around your neck and tongue.

    ⌎(Private Comment) So it really is you. Sorry for being touchy about it. With real names listed under codenames, I thought it could be someone else. I wanted to properly thank you since I couldn't at the end of the mission... Truly, without you, I would've died.

    ⌎(Private Comment) Shouldn't you prove you're actually Ethan too?

    ⌎(Private Comment) Can I describe my physical traits? Brown hair, blue eyes, over 6.2ft tall. You were Asian... Oh, I kicked up a fuss, and you had to carry me around.

    "190 centimeters or so, over 6.2 feet?"

    As I translated the units in my mind, the mental image of tall, teary-eyed Ethan emerged clearly.

    "Based on the mention of being carried, no room for doubt there."

    Reminded of that reality, the singularity of the person in the text seemed apparent.

    No other player had joined them during those times.

    Reassured it really was Ethan, I pondered his sincerity and what he aimed to discuss.
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    Chapter 13. The System (3)

    'How does this guy know my codename?'

    I had never shown him the inputs.

    I had hunted only four monsters in front of him.

    That was also a record achieved by a player with the codename 'Human'.

    Yet, Ethan had identified me, whom he had accompanied, as K.

    'Did he just guess?'

    I continued my comments while harboring the question.

    ⌎(Private Comment) It seems like it. But I never carried you on my back. I dragged you around. How's your body?

    ⌎(Private Comment) You are indeed the person I was thinking of. I've been awake for a couple of hours. My wounds are healing at an unusually fast rate. Now answer me, are you K?

    ⌎(Private Comment) Why do you think I'm K? My codename could very well be Human.

    ⌎(Private Comment) I just thought so when I saw the number 36.

    'He really just guessed?'

    I let out a hollow laugh out of disbelief.

    ⌎(Private Comment) Narrow-minded. Anyone else might have done it too.

    ⌎(Private Comment) So, you're saying you're not K?

    I scowled at the subsequent comment.

    'Why is he so persistent?'

    What does he intend to do knowing I'm K?

    I kept watching the comments section for a while without replying.

    It was to be cautious. I couldn't even guess why Ethan was doing this.

    However, Ethan broke the silence himself within just a few minutes.

    ⌎(Private Comment) If I offended you, I'm sorry. I'm not trying to pry into your identity... I was just curious too, so I asked. Even if you're not, it's fine. I just wanted to tell you to be careful.

    Be careful? Of what?

    As my eyes narrowed, a new comment appeared.

    ⌎(Private Comment) The UK and US governments are aware of K. It seems like they're trying to find you, from what I heard.

    My expression twisted into a grimace.

    * * *

    "We've arrived."

    Jaehyuk parked the car in front of the house. As I got out of the passenger seat and turned to look at him, I spoke.

    "Thanks."

    "... Let me know if something happens. I'll be on standby."

    "Alright, and don't mention what happened yesterday to the kids."

    "Okay."

    "See you later."

    After confirming that he drove off, I turned around.

    My mind was a mess as I ascended the stairs to go home.

    It was because of what Ethan had told me in the comments.

    He had been unconscious when the mission ended.

    Because of that, his real name was registered as his codename.

    Thanks to this, the US government was able to find out his name through a player named 'White Lily' from their country.

    ⌎(Private Comment) Seems like White Lily is a CIA agent. That's how they found out my real name through that person. The US approached me first after figuring out the shopping center incident.

    Unlike me, Ethan had been at the shopping center during the first tutorial.

    That's how he was discovered by the government agencies quickly.

    He added that he was now under surveillance by the UK's intelligence agency, mI5.

    ⌎(Private Comment) The Americans officially claim to be in talks for an information exchange. But they also mentioned K. They asked me if I knew anything about you. I just replied that I hadn't met you on a mission sheet yet.

    Considering my scores, some level of attention was only expected.

    My results ranked differently from other players, after all.

    ⌎(Private Comment) I'm telling you all this because MI5 sees me not only as a subject of surveillance but as a test subject. Honestly, my current situation isn't much different from a lab rat. When they found out my physical capabilities were above ordinary, they even tested if I could be hit by bullets.

    Reading up to this point, a sense of wariness soared without limits.

    It worsened when I heard they deliberately caused injuries to observe me, to verify recovery abilities.

    ⌎(Private Comment) I understand. If an anomaly reaches the level where modern firearms are rendered ineffective, it would make sense to see it as a threat. But it's not ethically justifiable.

    ⌎(Private Comment) So, if you haven't contacted any government agencies yet, I wanted to tell you to keep hiding. We don't know much about this game ourselves. Those who haven't gone through the missions are even less informed. There's a lot of wariness towards me, to the point where people armed with firearms always follow me around. At least until we figure out why this game started, stay hidden. Fear of the unknown should not be taken lightly.

    I had previously thought of Ethan as a bit of a pushover with his crying face.

    But Ethan surprisingly turned out to be thoughtful and sharp.

    'Well, that must be why he managed to clear all stages.'

    Tackling a lion and taking down a polar bear is no small feat.

    Out of 100, only about 7 players achieved a full clear.

    Ethan was among those top performers.

    'Considering he tried to stick with me, he's not a complete idiot either.'

    He properly understood how a hundred players would be perceived by the world.

    And I agreed with his judgment.

    There were too many uncertainties at this time.

    Mana, monsters, halls, barriers.

    Even we, who are directly playing this game, have an abundance of unknowns.

    Not to mention the number of players.

    A hundred players might not be small, but considering the world's population, it's an extremely small fraction.

    'Even in an era where human rights are important, minorities are always at a disadvantage.'

    Human history serves as a testament to that.

    In such a situation, stepping into the spotlight is not wise.

    Like Ethan, one could be detained by government agencies and subjected to experiments, possibly having bullets lodged into one's body.

    'They might surprisingly react passively.'

    I once read a rumor that government agencies prepare counter-response scenarios for unexpected events.

    Among them were unrealistic scenarios like alien invasions or global economic collapse.

    Whether that's true or a plausible lie, I never wanted to find out firsthand.

    I have family to protect. My safety ensures the safety of the twins.

    Consequently, I decided to heed Ethan's warning and be cautious not to reveal my presence.

    'The problem is with the medical records...'

    I might need to talk with Jonghun soon.

    "Sigh... it's going to be busy from now on."

    Of course, saying I'd be cautious didn't mean I'd hide and lie low indefinitely.

    'Once the main server is activated, the game will start again.'

    I have to prepare as much as possible before that happens.

    Ethan, now under the supervision of an agency, was receiving professional military training.

    I was a bit envious of that part.

    But I wasn't planning to seek government help of my own accord.

    'Caution towards the unfamiliar.'

    As Ethan mentioned, underestimating that could be dangerous.

    'Maybe I should visit a martial arts center.'

    There are places that teach dagger techniques or combative martial arts used by real soldiers these days. I should look into those options.

    While mulling over future possibilities, I reached the end of the stairs.

    Just as I stood in front of the entrance, ready to press the door lock, my phone rang.

    I answered it absent-mindedly.

    "Hello, this is Kang Hyunwoo."

    With my other hand, I lifted the cover of the traditional door lock, and it beeped.

    Then a stranger's voice came over the phone.

    "Who is this?"

    I froze mid-action, about to input the door lock code.

    『This is Lieutenant Han Jihye from the Seoul Metropolitan Police Department.』

    My heartbeat began to rise slowly.

    'Why are the police calling me...?'

    My thoughts naturally linked this to the game.

    I had only recently had a conversation with Ethan.

    'Could it be?'

    Had my identity already been exposed? My face twitched as I gritted my teeth.

    * * *

    Three weeks after the system intervened in my life, march arrived.

    After the twins' high school entrance ceremony ended today, I stood before flashing camera lights.

    The continuous flashes stung my eyes.

    "A commendation."

    Unlike me, who stood stiffly, the voice of the person standing behind the Seoul Metropolitan Police Chief was calm.

    "... For your contribution to public safety by thwarting and apprehending the criminal, you are hereby awarded this commendation."

    When they finished speaking, the chief handed me the commendation.

    Two days ago, the police contacted me.

    They wanted to hold a commendation ceremony related to the kidnapping attempt incident.

    I was tense, thinking it might be related to the system.

    Fortunately, it turned out I was completely off base.

    Despite the relief, I initially planned to decline the offer.

    It was bothersome and complicated due to the system.

    I didn't want to be mentioned in the public media.

    Yet here I was, receiving the commendation, for a simple reason.

    - Hyung! There's a call from the police!

    The situation changed because Jinwoo answered the second call from the police.

    Upon learning about the commendation ceremony, Jinwoo visibly brightened.

    Even Yeonwoo, who had been giving me scoldings for taking risks, was similarly not much different.

    Though concerned, she was apparently proud of me deep down for what I did.

    So I changed my mind.

    I hoped that maybe, if I mentioned having such siblings, they might gain a little pride among their friends.

    Would this become a good memory for their school days?

    If it made the twins happy, then I could do anything for them.

    Fortunately, the commendation ceremony ended sooner than expected.

    The twins came over, each holding the certificate and trophy.

    Their faces were full of smiles.

    'It was worth the trouble.'

    Enduring the bother had been rewarding.

    As I thought it was time to leave, I turned only to hear.

    "Hyung!"

    A child and a young couple approached me.

    'Kim Yumin, wasn't it?'

    It was the child who had almost been kidnapped and his parents.

    They offered tearful thanks when I first met them at the police station, practically turning it into a melodrama.

    Feeling burdened, I casually nodded in acknowledgment.

    Before they could speak, I looked down at little Yumin, barely reaching my thigh.

    "Long time no see, little guy."

    "Please accept this!"

    Yumin handed over the bouquet he was holding.

    As I accepted it, Yumin placed both hands on his stomach and bowed.

    "Thank you for saving me."

    Seeing that, a smile naturally appeared on my lips.

    I responded while patting the child's head.

    "Okay."

    I could have left then and there.

    But for some reason, my steps didn't move as I crouched down.

    Only after the incident with Yumin did I learn this, but child kidnappings often involved acquaintances.

    The would-be kidnapper I had caught turned out to be a person running a small grocery nearby.

    He had plans to ransom the child due to gambling debts.

    Hence, I could give him one more piece of advice.

    "Next time, don't go with other adults when your mom and dad aren't there. Even if it's someone you know."

    "Yes!"

    Yumin replied cheerfully, his smile radiant.

    As I watched the child walk away, I couldn't help but wonder.

    If that day, I had been an ordinary person without mana.

    If I hadn't heard their conversation after walking away.

    If I had ignored the oddity.

    If I had been stabbed by the knife and allowed the kidnapper to escape.

    Would I still be able to see the child smile as he did now?

    My feelings were complex.

    'I guess it's fortunate.'

    Every ordeal I've faced since the first tutorial has been horrifying.

    If given a choice, I would never have stepped into this mess.

    Yet strangely, I now felt grateful.

    That I had mana and could prevent the worst.

    After bidding farewell to Yumin and his parents, heading back home, I pondered a question.

    'Why is the system granting me this power?'

    Of course, there was no answer.

    Only the numbers at the bottom of my vision increased ever so slightly.

    「Main server (Earth) stabilization 9.157%」

    When that number fully fills, will I be able to unravel the never-ending questions?
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    Chapter 14. Main Server (1)

    Three months had passed.

    During that time, my daily life underwent many changes.

    I quit my part-time job and started working at a construction site.

    In the past, I would never have done such a thing.

    "It's dangerous."

    If there was an accident at the site, I could die.

    Although I had never shied away from hard work, I always avoided dangerous tasks.

    However, thanks to Mana, the situation had changed, and I had to find a way to make up for the lost income after quitting my package handling job.

    The advantage was that I now had free time in the evenings.

    I filled all that time with training.

    I learned everything I could—hand-to-hand combat, dagger techniques, spear techniques, and combat skills that special forces learned.

    I ended up spending almost all of the 10 million won I had earned from the rank-up test.

    Over three months, spending over 2 million won each month drained my savings quickly.

    It was painful, but I had no choice. I had to do everything possible to reduce the chance of dying.

    "I should be satisfied with having bought laptops for the twins."

    After all, it was money that came unexpectedly.

    And I soon realized that the money spent was well worth it, so I was able to move on without regret.

    I was already able to control my body nearly perfectly, making my skills distinctive.

    I even sparred with the director directly, which says enough.

    "Enough, stop!"

    The squad leader, who had been struck repeatedly with the sponge dagger, declared surrender.

    I rose to my feet, taking deep breaths as his body lay beneath me.

    "Thank you for your hard work."

    "Wow, why are you getting more ruthless?"

    The director clicked his tongue as he took my hand to stand up.

    'Because I want to live.'

    I swallowed my bitter smile and held back my words.

    The director, looking at me with a strange expression, spoke with a tense voice.

    "I'm just saying, don't cause any accidents, alright?"

    Was it because of the increasingly fierce sparring recently?

    The director looked at me with quite a wary gaze.

    "No worries. I'm not learning this with bad intentions, like I said."

    "... Alright."

    Even though I said that, the suspicious look didn't fade.

    However, I didn't intend to go out of my way to clear up any misunderstanding.

    More accurately, there was no need for that.

    Glancing down, I saw the reason.

    "Main Server (Earth) Activation 99.997%"

    There wasn't much time left now.

    It was a situation where I couldn't know when the remaining percentage would increase.

    And so, I planned to stop coming to the gym starting today.

    Anyway, today was the last registration date for this month.

    I finished my remaining exercises as always and left the gym.

    I checked once more, but the sentence at the bottom of the view remained the same.

    "Activation..."

    The main server had undergone stabilization work and moved directly to the activation process.

    This was different from when the tutorial started right after stabilization during the Beta test.

    "It might just be that the tutorial message didn't appear for me."

    It wasn't an impossible scenario. I had completed the tutorial.

    But what if that wasn't it?

    The system might have changed the progress order.

    Right after the first tutorial, there was a slight delay before external access became possible.

    The main server was surely larger in scale than the Beta server.

    That delay inevitably had to be longer.

    If this assumption was correct, the continuous stabilization and activation implied something clear.

    "There's a correction of errors happening."

    The system was improving issues based on information gathered during the Beta test.

    Is there a GM managing the system like a typical game?

    Or does the system itself have consciousness?

    "What are you?"

    Once again, I posed the question that had persisted throughout the past three months.

    "Main Server (Earth) Activation 99.998%"

    The system once again responded with the numbers displayed at the bottom of the view, as always.

    It felt as if it was saying it could answer me soon.

    "Soon."

    Repeating that short word, I started running.

    Whenever I went home from the gym, I always ran like this.

    It was part of my stamina training.

    Breathing heavily, I soon slowed down.

    I saw someone I met after starting at the gym.

    "Grandma."

    "Oh, young man!"

    "You've gathered a lot today, too."

    She was a grandmother who made a living collecting waste paper.

    "It's not much; these days, there's no paper around, you know."

    "Yeah, right."

    I turned to look at the cart the grandmother was pulling.

    Like there was a jackpot location somewhere, the grandmother's cart was always piled up like a small hill.

    "Seeing her drag this around every day, it seems grandma is pretty strong."

    She was a very spry elderly lady, her back not even bent.

    But just watching felt uncomfortable to me.

    Thinking about my grandparents, who had passed away when I was young.

    So every time we met, I would help her home.

    "Hurry up and get on. I have to go home."

    "I told you, I can do it by myself."

    "Just think you hit the jackpot."

    I carried the grandmother on my back and grabbed the cart's handle to pull it along.

    "How strong you are today too, eh!"

    The grandmother started singing a rustic cheer.

    "There aren't many people stronger than me, you know?"

    As trivial words spilled out and I giggled, a bit of the tension eased.

    After escorting the grandmother home, I returned home at 10 o'clock.

    After washing off the sweat and returning to my room, my final routine awaited me.

    Mana training.

    Over the last three months, I had raised my Mana Manipulation skills to over 40%.

    It was the result of continuous effort without missing a single day, and the progress was not meaningless.

    I focused on the red mist enveloping the dagger's blade.

    But it disappeared in less than 10 seconds.

    "Phew."

    I brushed back my hair, which had already dried, and sighed.

    "This is damned difficult."

    Enveloping an object with Mana was much more challenging than simply extracting it from my body.

    Even when trying to envelop it, the Mana kept sliding away.

    Nonetheless, I continued practicing without giving up, confident that this would save me.

    When red Mana enveloped the blade, its power was beyond imagination.

    "It pierced through rocks like they were tofu."

    I refocused and began my Mana Manipulation practice again.

    While the duration couldn't be called long, that was fine.

    It was increasing slowly, but surely.

    After spending a few more hours in training, it was time to sleep.

    But instead of closing my eyes immediately, I murmured softly.

    "Inventory."

    What I drew out was something I couldn't use no matter what I did over the past three months.

    The attribute stone, one of the rewards from the rank-up test.

    I grasped the rainbow-colored stone and poured out Mana.

    "Inject attribute Mana."

    But only the same sentence appeared, something I had seen countless times over the past three months.

    From the message, it seemed like I needed to inject just the attribute Mana to use it.

    The problem was that I couldn't yet distinguish ordinary Mana from attribute Mana.

    "Right now, the attribute Mana I have is 33."

    Perhaps, the minimum threshold for sensing Mana is truly 50.

    If that's the case, I might only be able to use it once the game resumes.

    "Phew."

    I let out a long sigh and put the attribute stone back into the inventory.

    It was really time for sleep.

    A new system message appeared two days later.

    * * *

    I woke up at dawn to head to the construction site.

    After having breakfast, washing up, and changing clothes, I was quickly ready to leave.

    Just as I was about to put on my shoes and head out.

    "Orabang..."

    Yeonwoo approached, rubbing her eyes, coming out of her room.

    "Why are you up already?"

    I laughed as I wiped the sleep from her eyes.

    "Take care on your way."

    Receiving Yeonwoo's send-off felt empowering.

    "Feeling reassured..."

    As I was about to speak with a sunny smile, an unpleasant alert sound echoed for the first time in a long while.

    "The Main Server (Earth) is activating."

    I shivered.

    "Orabang? What's wrong?"

    But I soon chuckled as if nothing had happened.

    "It's nothing. I feel reassured as you see me off, but don't come out next time and rest more. Don't drowse during classes."

    "Yeah... I woke up because I needed to go to the bathroom."

    "Okay, I'll be off then. Hurry back in."

    "Yeah..."

    I watched Yeonwoo enter the bathroom and then left the house.

    Soon after, I noticed that my field of view had changed.

    "The interface has changed."

    To the left of my view, there were now several icons lined up, and at the bottom center was a minimized message window.

    New messages kept appearing there.

    Previously, messages had appeared directly in front of my view.

    "This might actually be better."

    As I walked, I plucked the weeds I spotted along the way, without missing any.

    "This isn't bad."

    It was June, the time when summer approached after spring.

    Unlike in February and March, there was green everywhere.

    Thanks to that, it became easier to gather Mana bit by bit.

    "I must have gathered over 100 Mana in the past three months."

    There's a reason for the saying, "Many a little makes a mickle."

    I murmured as I watched the message indicating Mana absorption.

    "Message window."

    By calling up the record, I could check the messages I had never been able to examine in detail.

    "Main Server (Earth) Activation 100%"

    "The Main Server (Earth) is activating."

    "Beta Server is shutting down."

    "System User Manual (Revised) is provided."

    "Player Status Window Function is updating."

    "Player Growth Program (Absorption and Purification) is updating."

    "Player Management Program (Summoning and Recovery) is updating."

    "Player Support Program (Inventory and Shop) is updating."

    "Player Exchange Program (Community and Party) is updating."

    "Hole Management Program (Allocation and Closure) is executing."

    "Mission List is updating."

    "First Stage Player Selection is in progress. (10,000/10,000)"

    "Mana 0.9 absorbed."

    "Mana 0.4 absorbed."

    "Mana 0.5 absorbed."

    Those were all the messages that appeared before me.

    Among them, a noticeable number caught my attention.

    "Ten thousand?"

    During the Beta test, there were 100 players who played the game with me.

    This time, a hundred times more people are joining the game.

    "What in the world..."

    With so many people, what are they trying to do? My hands clenched unconsciously.

    I struggled to suppress my agitation and thoroughly examined the message window.

    Regarding the programs, I understood their meaning right away.

    The Growth, management, support, and Exchange Programs had been revised based on the Beta test information.

    However, the Hole Management Program was something new.

    "This is suspicious..."

    The Mana extraction in the rank-up test mission.

    I couldn't shake the feeling that it was related to that incident.

    "This damned thing... are they planning to extract Mana, no matter what?"

    I must be careful not to lose Mana when the next mission begins.

    "Damn."

    After a brief click of my tongue, I opened the revised system user manual.

    Despite hoping otherwise, there wasn't much difference from the damaged version.

    It was simply organized and cleaned up, removing broken characters.

    Consequently, the shop details I had been curious about remained the same.

    「Shop」

    - Sells items to assist player maintenance and growth.

    - Conduct player-to-player transactions in the auction tab.

    - Order custom items in the order tab.

    It was everything I had read once before.

    Having seen enough explanations, now was the time to check the actual content.

    "Shop."

    As I murmured softly, one of the icons lined up on the left side expanded.

    This time, it was a white window unlike before.

    There were a total of five tabs: Technique, equipment, medicine, order, and Auction.

    I had a vague idea of what the Order and Auction were about.

    So I decided to check the contents of the other tabs one by one.

    When I opened the Technique tab, the first thing that caught my eye was the price.

    "Mana, huh."

    All prices were measured in Mana.

    Does it mean to equip oneself using the absorbed Mana?

    Thinking about the system's intention, while skimming through the first page, I saw a familiar term.

    "Mana Manipulation Method."

    "Huh?"

    I had a total of four traits.

    The question marks, Purify, and the Mana Manipulation I was currently looking at.

    With the main server's activation, it had moved from traits to a skill category, but me having it didn't change.

    I didn't expect to see that in the shop.

    What on earth is going on? I quickly opened my status window.

    Player Kang Hyunwoo (Beta Tester)

    Mana: 1563.48 (Attribute Mana: 33)

    Chaos Rate: 0.00%

    Affiliation: Earth

    Race: Human (Player)

    Rank: Alpha

    Attribute: -

    Skills: Mana Manipulation (41.19%), Sensory Expansion (11.17%)

    Traits: ?????, adaptability, tenacity, Purify (lv.1 - 15.11%)

    Some of what had been categorized as traits had moved to the skill tab.

    "Come to think of it, they said the status window function was updated, right?"

    With a sudden idea, I clicked on the contents in the status window, and a new window popped up.

    「Adaptability」

    - Category: Trait (Talent)

    - Description: Learners without bias toward new things quickly acquire new knowledge. Acquiring new skills becomes easier, and you can adapt quickly to learned skills.

    - Effect: 100% increase in the chance of acquiring personal skills, 30% increase in skill proficiency rate.

    「Tenacity」

    - Category: Trait (Habit)

    - Description: The habit of clinging to things until the end enhances concentration. Proficiency in various skills increases quickly during concentration.

    - Effect: 20% increase in proficiency rate.

    It was the moment when the mystery that had been lingering within me was unveiled.

    Over the past three months, I had tried to teach Mana Manipulation to Ethan.

    And Ethan only succeeded in managing Mana after over a month's effort.

    Verbal explanations may have been used, but compared to me, it took him way too long, which was odd.

    "I finally understand."

    This Adaptability trait increases the potential for players to acquire skills with personal ability, without system assistance.

    Without this trait, it's hard for Ethan to learn Mana Manipulation on his own without the system's help.

    Once I understood this, the next was understanding the classification of traits.

    I couldn't figure out the standard for distinguishing talent from habit, but I understood the difference.

    "Talent is a higher trait than habit."

    It was evident even from the numbers listed under the effects.

    Adaptability not only has proficiency increment effects, but its growth rate is also a staggering 30%.

    On the other hand, tenacity, despite lacking additional effects, only achieves a 20% increment.

    "Is it like an advanced version?"

    Questions were brief. I had already checked the effects, and those effects were beneficial to me.

    "I've been uneasy, wondering what effects there were, but now I feel relieved."

    Feeling much lighter, I clicked on Sensory Expansion.

    「Sensory Expansion (11.17%)」

    - Category: Permanent Skill

    - Description: Increases sensory sensitivity and expands the perception area.

    - Effect: Sensory extension (Perception ratio 1:2)

    Essentially, it increases sensory sensitivity, and makes one second feel like two.

    It corresponded precisely to what I had experienced personally.

    Lastly, I checked the question mark trait, but nothing appeared.

    "Damn."

    Having concluded my status window review, I returned my focus to the shop.

    Before long, I had to tear my gaze away.

    Besides the Mana Manipulation Method, the majority began at the thousands.

    Some items even went beyond that in their figures. It was a tab that had nothing to do with me for now.

    'Let's gradually check later for anything useful.'

    Passing the Technique tab, I skimmed the Equipment tab but found high prices were the norm here as well.

    Letting out a deep sigh, I swiftly moved onto the Medicine tab.

    This time, unlike what I had seen so far, low-priced items immediately caught my eye.
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    They were narcotic pain relievers and blood coagulants that required a doctor's prescription.

    "Between 5 to 10 mana."

    There were also bandages, as well as items similar to potions available in most RPG games.

    Seeing the prices listed under the description indicating they would heal wounds and increase mana recovery speed gave some relief.

    "The minimum sale quantity is 150 mana..."

    It was a bundle of ten. At least it was an item within visible reach.

    Given that injuries were inevitable, it was a necessary item.

    'I don't know how effective they'll really be.'

    Considering it as a backup life, it didn't seem too expensive.

    For a while, I paid attention to a few items in the pharmaceutical tab.

    Then I noticed a familiar name again.

    'Purification pill.'

    The purification pill was also available for purchase in the shop.

    「Purifies corrupted mana. The purification value varies according to individual mana manipulation ability.」

    As always, the explanation was unfriendly, but it didn't make me angry.

    I had already used it once, and now, it was something irrelevant to me.

    'I have a growth-type purification trait.'

    Ethan, who had been promoted to Beta, had a non-growth type, with proficiency levels not displayed.

    In contrast, I had a growth-type, with levels tied to proficiency.

    Clearly, it seemed like an upgraded version.

    The visible information was very clear.

    "Purification pills are items for Gammas."

    Most of the Gamma-rank players, who hadn't even taken the promotion test, had to rely on purification pills.

    When hunting monsters and absorbing mana, some of it had to be inevitably spent on purification.

    The listed price for a purification pill in the shop was a hefty 100 mana per pill.

    The conclusion was that Gamma players naturally grew slower compared to higher ranks.

    'Well, it's not my problem.'

    Just as I tried scrolling down to look at other items.

    「A new comment has been registered.」

    Ding, a mechanical sound accompanied a red dot appearing on the speech bubble icon at the bottom left.

    "Community."

    I muttered softly, and the white screen appeared.

    The number of players listed at the top had increased.

    「10,098...」

    My attention only briefly lingered on the five-figure number.

    Ignoring the newly posted articles, I manipulated the search bar.

    Soon, the secret post I wrote to exchange information with Ethan appeared.

    I entered the pre-agreed password, and opened the post to find Ethan had left a comment.

    - (Private comment) It has finally begun.

    We had agreed to keep all previous comments, and any new contents, entirely in private comments.

    To prevent anyone who might randomly guess the password from seeing their conversation.

    I mainly provided information about mana or the Damned System.

    Ethan provided confidential information from England or the U. S. that I couldn't access.

    This naturally made us cautious of other people's eyes.

    ⌎(Private comment) Indeed, finally.

    ⌎(Private comment) Did you check the mission updates?

    Ethan quickly replied. It seemed he had been waiting for me.

    ⌎(Private comment) Not yet.

    As I commented, I summoned the mission window I hadn't checked yet.

    However, before properly examining its contents.

    ⌎(Private comment) Check it. It seems we have a choice this time.

    I read Ethan's comment first.

    "What...?"

    When I finally glanced at the mission window.

    "Huh."

    I was momentarily speechless.

    * * *

    I had returned home as soon as I finished work.

    And headed to the bathroom to wash off the dirt.

    As I stripped and let the shower water cascade over me, the mission window I saw in the afternoon lingered in my mind.

    What I had seen was the list of available missions.

    Unlike the previous missions I was forced to be dragged into, now I could choose the missions I wanted to proceed with.

    When I realized that, I hesitated.

    There was no reason to walk into dangerous situations if I wasn't being dragged into them.

    But that hesitation ended in a few seconds.

    I had no choice when this damned game had begun.

    If a moment came again when the system forced me.

    If I found myself surrounded by dozens of monsters.

    "Being cautious for immediate safety might lead to death in the future."

    In the end, I decided to try the missions.

    Of course, I planned to have ample preparation time.

    I hadn't yet fully explored the shop, so that was first.

    If there was a skill that could potentially help, I had to purchase it to improve my strength.

    If it was something like mana manipulation, where proficiency could increase, I needed practice time.

    "Right, I have to contact uncle too."

    I thought I might need help.

    I had many things to do.

    However, the sight I had seen during the day clouded my thoughts, making coherent thinking difficult.

    As a result, I summoned the mission window again.

    "Mission window."

    There were two tabs: one for mission availability, and another for completed missions.

    The mission window's structure was simple.

    But its contents weren't.

    The sheer number of digits densely packed in the white window was overwhelming.

    "Mission Availability List (8,651)"

    The mission list, updated along with the main server's activation, contained approximately 8,000 missions.

    These weren't labeled with any special titles.

    They were all marked with numbers.

    01-15(0/10)

    01-18(0/10)

    01-9(0/10)

    01-1(0/10)

    01-19(0/10)

    01-8(0/10)

    ......

    Both I and Ethan believed that the first number indicated the mission's difficulty.

    It was sorted sequentially from 01 to 10, so likely.

    But strangely, the second number changed frequently.

    A mission marked '01-9(0/10)' appeared as five initially, only to become two or three after some time had passed.

    Our hypothesis was that it might indicate the number of monsters.

    "Since they move."

    The meaning of the third number was still uncertain.

    "Beyond 03, there's not even a final number."

    The markings were truly unfriendly.

    As I scrolled all the way down, I saw the scene that had been haunting my mind for hours.

    8,073,885.

    8,642,813.

    10,664,239.

    11,006,971.

    17,330,320.

    ......

    Seeing those numbers displayed in a different form from the mission list above made my hands tremble.

    Even as I tried to steady my ragged breath, the trembling spread throughout my body.

    The numbers located at the bottom of the list were also changing from time to time.

    "Surely that isn't a mission too?"

    If by some chance those numbers indicated the count of monsters.

    Staring at those daunting numbers alone was staggering, causing me to close my eyes.

    Avoiding the mission window, just like that.

    I thought I should go even though I judged so, but I felt suffocated as time dragged on.

    I stood there, under the pouring water from the showerhead, for a while.

    But it didn't take long before I rubbed my face vigorously and muttered.

    "Get a grip."

    I couldn't afford to let time slip away.

    "I should get out first."

    I had to keep moving. There were still many things I hadn't confirmed, and I had mana training to do.

    I quickly finished my shower. As I dried off with a towel.

    "Oh."

    I realized I hadn't brought a change of clothes with me.

    I had developed a habit of bringing clothes while bathing, especially when Yeonwoo was home.

    Today, I had forgotten because I was preoccupied with other thoughts.

    Fortunately, it was still time for my siblings to be at their cram school.

    I only brought the towel I used to dry himself with and stepped out of the bathroom.

    Almost simultaneously, beep!, came the sound of a machine.

    "Huh?"

    The front door was opening.

    I hadn't heard the sound of someone entering the password!

    Simply as a reflex, I used the towel to cover my lower half.

    In that state, I found myself meeting my siblings, who had opened the door, head-on.

    Unfortunately, the bathroom and the front door were in a straight line with each other.

    The awkward silence was very brief.

    Yeonwoo, who was holding a plastic bag, dropped it, screamed, and covered her eyes with her hands.

    "Kyahhhhh!"

    Yet she spread her fingers wide open!

    "If you're going to cover it, do it properly!"

    I was flabbergasted by Yeonwoo's action, but it was enough to break my frozen state.

    I dashed into my room at lightning speed.

    Bang!

    Slammed the door shut just when I thought I heard chaotic footsteps approaching.

    "Kyaaa! Eek! Six-pack! Biceps! Firm chest! Broad shoulders!"

    Yeonwoo's excitement, chasing me to my room door, erupted.

    My face turned beet red.

    I quickly pulled on my clothes with lightning speed, yanking the door open.

    "Bronzed Kang Hyunwoo! Show us just once more!"

    Yeonwoo, making a rectangle with her fingers, began darting around and babbling in front of me.

    With a red face, I pressed down hard on Yeonwoo's head and said.

    "What are you doing home at this hour?"

    "School's anniversary, no school today."

    Jinwoo, who had picked up the plastic bag Yeonwoo had dropped, replied.

    They had stayed home to study on their day off and went shopping at the supermarket.

    "Come to think of it, they mentioned it was in June or something?"

    I remembered them talking about the school anniversary vaguely around the month of their admission.

    With the Damned System and the game on my mind, I had forgotten all about it.

    "Damn."

    Pondering the incident momentarily gave me a headache.

    Whether they knew about my current condition or not.

    Yeonwoo slyly tried to raise my T-shirt.

    "Hey, just stop!"

    I jerked, grabbing my shirt.

    "Why, why? Let me see the six-pack! I never knew our Orabang had such a great build."

    "See what? Look at your boyfriend's body later!"

    "Oh, come on, it's not like it's gonna wear out or something. Why so stingy?"

    She pouted her lips but kept trying to pull at my shirt.

    I firmly pushed her hands away.

    "What was that just now? How did you get in?"

    "What do you mean... Oh, I used the master key."

    "Ha? I thought it was lost?"

    "I found it while taking out the summer clothes."

    What a headache.

    "Did they see? They must have, right?"

    At the moment, neither of the siblings asked about anything.

    But it seemed impossible they hadn't seen.

    "I faced them too head-on."

    While I pinched the bridge of my nose in frustration.

    "Hyung, is soybean paste stew okay for dinner?"

    Jinwoo asked as I took out ingredients from the bag.

    I sighed and nodded.

    "... Yeah, should I help?"

    "We'll do it."

    "Then just call me when it's done. I'll be resting for a bit."

    "Okay."

    As I moved to head into my room.

    "If you won't show, let me at least touch!"

    Yeonwoo clung to my leg and began pulling at my sweatpants.

    "Hey, hey! The pants are coming down!"

    "Help me with my skeletal muscle study, just once!"

    Bringing up studying at a time like this.

    She did it deliberately because I almost always helped her with her studies.

    "You little..."

    "Just once, let me..."

    "Stop it!"

    My loud shout pulled my pants from Yeonwoo's hands.

    Immediately, I retreated into the room.

    "My six-pack!"

    Even from behind my tightly closed door, I could hear Yeonwoo's fuss for a while.

    But soon Jinwoo intervened.

    "Stop it and come help."

    Yeonwoo, now quiet, walked away from the door.

    However, I did not relax.

    I extended my senses through Mana Manipulation, keeping an eye on the situation outside the door.

    "Has Orabang ever been hurt?"

    True to my suspicion, their hushed conversation echoed through.

    * * *

    "So you have no further information."

    "I've told you everything I know."

    Ethan had been summoned by MI5's director, David.

    This wasn't the first time for such a meeting.

    David regularly called for Ethan, and the reason was simple.

    To ask the same tiresome questions over and over again.

    "So persistent."

    From Ethan's perspective, David was unnervingly tenacious.

    "I thought I'd ask if there's new information on this community thing."

    "I've told you about that too. It's been quiet for the last four days."

    Ethan's pointed voice never concealed my hostility.

    He could never regard David kindly.

    - You must understand the unreal phenomena you're experiencing could impact our nation.

    - Now is the time when patriotism is needed the most.

    - Your family is living in this country, aren't they?

    - You must control risky variables to protect them.

    David had once wielded Ethan's family to force cooperation.

    He was also the one who had Ethan placed at gunpoint.

    With the rhetoric of serving the nation and greater good, David treated Ethan as merely a laboratory specimen.

    "Four days... yes, the day those presumed dead."

    Ethan chose not to react to David's muttering.

    Instead, he sighed deeply, reopening the community window.

    "Even upon repeated checking, there's nothing new since that day."

    This was no lie. The community had been as silent as a grave for four days.

    Not a single new post appeared, nor did any comments increase.

    Due to the number fixed at the top of the community page.

    "10,092."

    It was lower compared to when the promotional test had finished.

    Meaning six players had died.

    Four days ago, a few players who only talked started mentioning parties, and the numbers for a mission labelled 01-10(6/10) boldened.

    And in under two hours, it reverted to (0/10) with the displayed player count at the top decreasing.

    Thanks to this, it became clear what the third number in missions 01 and 02 signified."

    "Player count that can enter the mission site."

    In exchange for discovering this, the community had frozen.

    It seemed they only then began to fully realize death.

    Unlike the tutorial, injuries would no longer heal as time passed.

    Instinctively, Ethan touched my neck, the area where a monster had bitten.

    At the moment I swallowed hard, David posed another question.

    "Did they really die?"

    Damned System.
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    "...... Probably."

    Ethan was convinced they were dead, despite the vague answer. He almost died himself, and K had seen corpses at the mission site.

    If the six people who entered the mission four days ago couldn't use Mana Manipulation, they had no choice but to die.

    Without that Trait, or rather, skill, they would be physically outmatched.

    If these inexperienced fighters were inferior physically, there was no way for them to win.

    "I see, even if it happened somewhere I didn't know about, it's unfortunate that people have died."

    Ethan couldn't suppress a dry laugh at David's words.

    'Considering he was debating whether to kill me or not.'

    David had seen Ethan as a threat since the Beta test. As players absorbed more mana, they became stronger.

    That power, surpassing human limits, was seen as a threat to the nation before it could be controlled.

    However, the Prime Minister hindered any execution by citing human rights.

    In this situation, 10,000 additional players had been selected recently.

    David must have anticipated this as it had been reported truthfully as the first selection.

    The magnitude of this game was only going to grow. The expression of regret just now likely stemmed from these changes.

    'He's probably trying to adopt a friendly stance now.'

    He hoped Ethan wouldn't oppose him among the players later on.

    'But it's too late now.'

    The relationship had soured since he pointed a gun at Ethan, mentioning his family.

    Reining in his emotions, Ethan buried those feelings deep within.

    "Ah, I called you today to ask for your opinion, but our personal talk has extended."

    David continued speaking during this break.

    "The U. S. has proposed collaboration."

    Ethan flinched.

    "They're suggesting we conduct a mission together."

    There was no need to ask who they were expected to work with. Code name Lily, lily Evans of the CIA.

    "They probably want to reduce their risk as well."

    The anticipation brewed since the number of players dwindled on the community list.

    Orders to stay put without entering missions had also been given. Receiving a hint from an MI5 agent with whom he'd befriended over three months accounted for this.

    Cooperating with Lily was good news for Ethan.

    Despite his ability to control mana thanks to K's help, his fears remained. Still, Ethan hesitated to respond immediately.

    Originally, he had promised to conduct the mission with K.

    But the incident from four days ago revealed the significance of the third number in mission designation.

    If K and he entered a mission site together, the US could verify it through Lily. If this information reached David, he might ask.

    'He'd interrogate me about who I was with.'

    The excuse of not meeting anyone at the mission site had its limits.

    If it were David, he might resort to torture to uncover the truth.

    Could he keep K's secret despite such circumstances?

    The answer was negative.

    'It's better not to have contact at all.'

    While his identity was already exposed, K's wasn't. There was considerable potential for K to infiltrate successfully.

    If anything were to happen to K while helping him,

    'That's unacceptable.'

    Ethan couldn't forgive himself for that. In a way, the U. S.'s cooperation proposal was a boon.

    He could hide contact with K while halving the risk at the mission site.

    'Since Lily is also a Beta rank.'

    There wouldn't be any trouble due to corrupted mana.

    Concluding his thoughts, Ethan finally decided after mulling over for the past few days. He decided to give up entering the mission with K.

    Once Ethan reached a decision, he nodded.

    "Let's do that."

    "They wish for us to come. When can you depart?"

    Ethan chuckled lightly in response.

    "Neither they nor us seem to have adapted yet. We don't need to move physically."

    "......."

    "We just need to select the same mission and proceed."

    Ethan stood up immediately and spoke.

    "I'll discuss with Ms. Evans which mission to undertake."

    Just before Ethan finished speaking and opened the door to leave the director's office,

    "Is K still not appearing in the community?"

    David halted his steps.

    Ethan turned around, frowned, and replied.

    "If he did, I would have informed you."

    Immediately, he slammed the door shut with a loud clang. His stride across the hallway was rough.

    It appeared as if he was angry, but in truth, his anxiety was greater.

    'Persistent bastard.'

    Even after three months, David was still looking for K. Not merely for cooperation.

    David considered K the most dangerous player, which is why he was searching for him. Ethan gritted his teeth and made a vow.

    'I must prevent his personal information from being exposed.'

    He would never allow his savior to become a lab rat like himself.

    * * *

    Ethan relayed the news that he would proceed with the mission with Lily. The unwelcome update also came that David was still seeking me.

    However, realistically, there was no way for him to find me. The priority was getting ready for the mission.

    Ignoring external issues, I dedicated all my time to preparing for the mission.

    Then, on the morning of the tenth day since the system was activated, I left home.

    The destination was Korea University Hospital, where I was briefly hospitalized three months ago.

    It was a quiet time, so I arrived shortly. But I halted before going inside.

    My steps wouldn't move.

    'It feels like I'm searching for a place to die.'

    The uneasiness was overwhelming. I was certain I've done everything I could.

    Confident I hadn't been lazy for even a moment. Even if I was to turn back time, I couldn't possibly do better.

    Moreover, I concluded this method was the best. Yet, I doubted persistently to the very end.

    'Is this really the best?'

    It's natural to feel anxious when the future is unknown. Despite this, it was too burdensome.

    The anxiety rose like a shimmer, climbing my feet, calves, knees, thighs, and waist, constricting my chest and neck.

    This wasn't the time to stay still, but I couldn't shake it off. I tightly clenched my hands and consciously exhaled long breaths.

    Then, I revisited the reasons for entering today's mission.

    'I need to gather mana.'

    If the cycle matched the Beta test, today marked the day of the second tutorial. My plan was to secure as much mana as possible before the tutorial ended.

    The number of missions was limited. Out of the 8,000 plus listed, over 70% were high-level missions.

    Missions above level 3, with only two numbers displayed. Level 1 and 2 missions made up less than 30%.

    Although low-level missions were the most numerous, they were not infinite.

    If 10,000 new players were admitted, what phenomenon would occur?

    The mission sites where mana could be obtained might become exhausted. I had the chance to escape the low-level zone before that.

    This was the greatest advantage and opportunity a Beta tester held.

    'This isn't the time to hesitate.'

    With resolved feelings, one, two, three deep breaths finally ended. At last, my immobile legs began to move. I pressed my baseball cap further down and walked.

    Once inside the hospital, I used the path Jonghun indicated. It was to avoid CCTV as much as possible.

    'Just in case.'

    While advancing, the twins' faces flickered in my mind.

    'It's still quiet now.'

    After overhearing their conversation ten days ago, I immediately contacted Jonghun and Jaehyuk.

    I insisted they say nothing about what happened to me. They should play ignorant.

    Then I had dinner as if nothing had occurred. Since our parents passed, this dinner with my siblings was the first time it had felt uncomfortable.

    Both of them acted as if nothing was wrong, but I could clearly see.

    The peculiar atmosphere persisted for several days, yet I gave no explanations.

    It would be the same going forward. These matters aren't for them to know.

    "Sigh."

    When I sighed with a heavy heart, I arrived at my destination. Beside the unfamiliar door was a familiar nameplate.

    「Seo Jonghun」

    I had reached Jonghun's personal research lab. Before opening the door, I knocked, and a familiar voice welcomed me.

    "Come in."

    I opened the door immediately and entered.

    "Uncle, did you sleep well?"

    "I didn't sleep a wink."

    With a weary sigh, Jonghun pressed his temples with both hands. However, he soon stood from his seat.

    "Come in, let's talk inside."

    "Yes."

    I moved in and sat on the sofa. After a brief wait, Jonghun brought in coffee and sat across from me.

    "Did you have breakfast?"

    "I did. And you, uncle?"

    "I didn't eat. Can't keep anything down."

    As I accepted the mug handed by Jonghun, my hand twitched slightly. I spoke awkwardly.

    "Sorry for the difficult request. It must be troubling......."

    "It's not troubling, just unsettling."

    Jonghun placed the cup down and furrowed his brows.

    "When you came back covered in blood, carried by Hyuk......."

    He couldn't finish his sentence and buried his face in his hands. His deep sigh weighed heavily on my heart.

    I recalled three months ago when, just days after being discharged, I confided in him about the game.

    - I know it sounds unrealistic, but it's a reality for me.

    - Please help me.

    - You know I can't just die like this.

    I remember how bewildered he was by my unbelievable story. How surprised he was upon seeing a window and sword appear out of thin air.

    How horrified he was watching my abnormal strength. I remember all of it.

    'His face looks terrible.'

    Even until just before telling Jonghun three months ago, I hesitated. Worried about dragging him into unwarranted trouble or unexpected incidents.

    But in the end, I had no other choice but to tell him because another way wouldn't come to mind.

    Considering I would continue missions, injuries were inevitable.

    'I wasn't some special forces member.'

    Even if my body had changed, I lacked practical combat experience. To make things worse, the monsters had intelligence.

    It was much more dangerous than merely tussling with beasts. I got injured in nearly every mission.

    The day I returned to my room covered in blood was unforgettable.

    There could be even worse injuries than that day.

    'Consider what would happen if the kids came home, like yesterday.'

    I would have surely been caught. I needed a place where I could avoid the twins.

    A place away from them, where I could promptly be treated if necessary. What could be more perfect than a hospital?

    'Medical records were an issue too.'

    Jonghun was the best choice available to me at that time.

    'This is right.'

    Even if I went back to that time, I would make the same decision.

    However, feeling sorry for causing him to worry was unavoidable.

    While I swallowed a heavy sigh, Jonghun groaned and spoke.

    "Given that you might end up like that again, there's no way I could sleep or eat peacefully."

    "...... I'll be careful."

    I replied as calmly as I could. To that, Jonghun brushed his face with a pale expression.

    With sighs heavy enough to seem like they could collapse the ground, he finally spoke after a few minutes.

    "When do you plan to begin?"

    "When you're ready, Uncle."

    "...... Alright."

    Jonghun approached the desk and retrieved a tripod and camera. I had asked for it, to record the summoning process of the system.

    In case, if all of this were just my delusion, it would be captured there. Then I had planned for immediate hospitalization in a psychiatric facility.

    Although I knew it wasn't the case, I still clung to that tiny hope. I was unconsciously hoping that I wouldn't vanish from the video footage.

    While Jonghun was setting up the camera, I displayed the inventory and mission windows. For the first time, the inventory was full.

    Now that the main server was active, an update regarding items that could be brought into the mission site was available.

    According to the revised manual, complex firearms or electronic equipment couldn't be brought into the mission site.

    I also prepared both analog and digital wristwatches, though devoid of high expectations.

    Instead, hope remained for several items that weren't electronic devices. Clothes, food, and emergency medication for contingencies.

    Of course, the inventory wasn't omnipotent.

    'Each slot can hold up to 10 Kg'.

    Up to 50 kg of items could be held in the inventory. Upon confirming the details, I proceeded to pack everything I could within my reach.

    Food, medications, clothes, and the like. And today, I added the bag handed by Jonghun. It was an emergency kit used by doctors in disaster situations.

    I had consistently been learning from Jonghun about how to use its contents, in case of emergency.

    This preparation might end up futile again, but for now, I decided to bring it along.

    After a final review of the inventory, I checked the clock on the wall.

    Although it was a digital clock in Jonghun's lab, somewhere a ticking sound, like the hands of an analog clock, could be heard.

    Swallowing hard, I tightly grasped the window.

    When I pressed the level 1 mission window with a firm grip,

    「Do you wish to enter the mission site? (Y/N)」

    The system window appeared. Instead of immediately pressing the button, I glanced back at Jonghun.

    "I'm off."

    Jonghun, who had been staring with a hardened expression, nodded his head.

    Immediately, I pressed the Yes button without hesitation. However, my body didn't move to the mission site. Instead, a short warning message appeared.

    「Entry is restricted due to exceeding the mana benchmark.」

    What nonsense is this?

    Damned System
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    Toma had lived his entire life in a quiet fishing village in the Philippines.

    Tired of the daily monotony of fishing, he always dreamed of escaping. He wanted to move to the city and live a better life.

    However, about three months ago, Toma realized how peaceful and happy his life had been.

    Watching the community in silence, Toma sighed.

    'Everyone's quiet.'

    It had only been ten days since the three-month hiatus ended and the game started again. Already, six people had died.

    The incident seemed to have scared everyone. No one dared to attempt the missions after that, and the once lively discussions in the community froze up.

    Toma was just as frightened as the others.

    'Eight thousand....'

    Though nobody dared to try, there were countless missions, impossible to view all at once. Every time he saw the list, he felt a tightness in his chest.

    The thought of someone dying, whom he didn't even know, made him feel nauseous. Recalling the tutorial moment, Toma shuddered.

    The memory of a lion's fangs tearing into his belly and devouring his innards was something he could never forget.

    Unbeknownst to him, cold sweat drenched his back. Wiping his trembling hand across his face, he sighed again.

    Despite having nightmares for the past three months, nothing had improved.

    'It's no wonder everything's quiet.'

    In truth, it wasn't strange that everyone began to ignore this game, as if by mutual agreement.

    'Who wants to die?'

    With a complex expression, Toma scrolled through the mission window. It wasn't an action of any particular significance—just habitual, unconscious behavior.

    "... What?"

    At the end of his unconscious action, he found something unexpected. Gazing intently, Toma rubbed his eyes hard.

    He thought he might have seen it wrong. However, even after several checks, the numbers before his eyes remained unchanged.

    「02-07(1/5)」

    As with two days prior, a mission number had thickened.

    This meant that someone had started the mission. The shock came twice.

    Once upon realizing someone had dared to challenge a mission again, and a second time when noticing the mission number wasn't 01 but 02.

    'A level 2 mission?'

    Up to this point, the community held a dominant view that the leading number indicated the mission's difficulty.

    In such a situation, a mission beginning with 02 had thickened. Dazedly staring at the mission window, Toma hurriedly posted in the community window.

    「Title: Looks like someone entered the level 2 mission.

    Content: Just as the title says. I didn't see it wrong, did I?」

    Was everyone closely watching the community, even amid the tense atmosphere? Surprisingly quick comments followed, almost unbelievable given the prior silence.

    - Someone went in again?

    - They're an attention seeker.

    - For real, that's crazy. Wasn't it still impossible to enter level 2?

    - Do they have a death wish? Why would you go in there?

    - Is it solo this time?

    - Leave them be. If they're intent on dying, there's no reason to stop them.

    The community quickly became uproarious.

    * * *

    「The barrier is activated.」

    「The hall is opening.」

    「Entering the mission site.」

    「The location is not a player protection zone.」

    It was the first mission in three months since the promotion exam. There was a slight tension but no fear. I trusted in the effort I had put in so far. I quickly skimmed the mission details.

    MISSION

    「02-07(1/5)」

    Eliminate the enemy. (0/7)

    「Rewards」

    Choose from the following rewards.

    • Mana 40

    • Attribute Mana 20

    'Attribute Mana.'

    I noticed the numbers in the mission window and my eyes gleamed.

    If I could obtain those 20 attribute mana in this opportunity, I might be able to use the attribute stone.

    If 50 is truly the threshold to sense mana, then surely, it would be possible.

    'That's if I succeed in this mission.'

    After taking a deep breath, I scanned the mission window thoroughly.

    I skipped the level 1 mission because of the message stating that I exceeded the mana criteria.

    With a higher level, it might be slightly more difficult. Considering that the entry condition is mana, it should be a difficulty I can handle now.

    Luckily, even at level 2, the structure wasn't vastly different. The simple and clear premise of this game remained the same—kill monsters and absorb mana.

    Even the white wall blocking the sky was the same as the promotion exam mission.

    The main difference was the terrain.

    'A cliff...or is it a canyon?'

    There was a steep cliff right beside me. Peering over briefly, I saw water rushing ferociously through the deep gorge below.

    The terrain was quite different from the last promotion exam mission. While that had ample trees and grass to be labeled a forest, it wasn't as steep.

    At most, it was a gentle slope.

    'Perhaps the map changes with each mission?'

    Quickly assessing my surroundings, I backed against the cliff.

    'Certainly.'

    It would be hard to say it was the same region. The promotion exam mission site didn't have trees growing straight and tall like these.

    They were all twisted and entangled, with uneven heights—a literal thicket.

    Though not well-versed in plants, it was enough to recognize that this place and the other were entirely different regions.

    The climate wasn't oppressively hot to the point of difficulty breathing. Rather, it was moderately cool.

    After glancing around the area for a while, I extended my hand forward.

    'Let's start with reconnaissance.'

    Red mana, like smoke, rose from the palm of my hand. Concentrating on Mana Manipulation made the wavering mana begin to form a shape.

    "Phew."

    Soon, in the spot where the red mana gathered, a butterfly with fluttering wings appeared.

    「Mana Detection is commencing.」

    It was a skill for which I paid 400 mana in the skill tab.

    I decided to save the shop voucher. Because of the warning text under the voucher.

    The price range for a free purchase with the voucher was five times the mana I own.

    'How is that a free-voucher?'

    The system surely didn't understand the meaning of free.

    Today, once again, resentment towards the system simmered, but there was no way to dispel it.

    Even amidst innumerable curses, I refrained from using the voucher. It wasn't an item to be used on purchasing cheap skills like Mana Detection.

    As my mana increases, I'd be able to buy more expensive skills or weapons.

    I briefly checked the voucher stored in the inventory and opened the status window. Then, I reviewed the information on Mana Detection again.

    「Mana Detection lv.1(5.89%)」

    • Classification: Permanent Skill

    • Description: Can detect mana within the activity range of the medium.

    - Cognition Range: 300m based on the medium

    - Activity Range: 10m based on the caster

    This skill, which displayed both level and proficiency, indeed allowed me to detect mana. The world seen through the butterfly consisted solely of mana.

    A world full of smoky, shimmering light. Of course, it wasn't visible directly with the eyes.

    I could only sense it. Mana dissipates if it goes beyond the activity range, but it's assumed the range would increase as the level rises.

    'Let's see.'

    Launching the butterfly into the air, I followed behind. When first acquiring this skill, it felt more unpleasant than expected.

    The forceful insertion of knowledge into the brain made me nauseous and caused a headache for two days.

    However, thanks to that, unfamiliar knowledge settled in my mind. Although it felt unpleasant, buying and mastering this skill granted me hope.

    'There are still many items in the skill tab.'

    Most are expensive enough to be hard to buy right now. However, the more mana I gather, the more skills I could learn.

    The possibilities are endless. I reviewed the skills I intended to purchase after accumulating more mana as I moved forward.

    I sensed a multitude of mana around through the butterfly. Scattered like dots here and there, faintly colored, and small in size—mana belonging to plants.

    'Once I deal with the monsters to some extent, I should retrieve those too.'

    I brought all necessary items. Let's see how much I can take back. Focusing on Mana Detection, I moved for five minutes.

    'It's too quiet.'

    Not a shadow of the monster was in sight. All the mana sensed through the butterfly sent earlier was small.

    'Should I move further inward?'

    I was currently walking along the cliff by the canyon. Logically, there would be no beast living close to a cliff.

    To find monsters, entering the forest might be better. As I was about to turn for this reason.

    "Hmm?"

    My gaze, which had unconsciously glanced down the cliff, fixed. I saw something strange among the bushes, moss, and large rocks.

    'Could it be?'

    Blinking and frozen in place, I soon crouched by the cliff, looking for a way down. But with no apparent route, I jumped down.

    I had confidence due to checking my body's changes frequently. I managed to descend the nearly 50-60 meter cliff with just a few steps.

    Afterward, as I confirmed what lay beyond the muddy, swirling waters.

    Gulp.

    Without realizing it, I swallowed dryly.

    What I had speculated from above became almost a certainty now that I was below. Without a moment's hesitation, I entered the water.

    Splash, splash.

    It took only a few seconds to cross the water, which reached my chest, and reach the opposite side.

    Upon arrival, broken wooden pieces surrounded the obstructing bushes, towering over the landscape with large rocks.

    But what caught my eye wasn't the stones or the plants. When I pushed aside a chunk of rock the size of my torso with one hand.

    "Wow!"

    Involuntarily, I uttered nearly a curse-like exclamation.

    It wasn't a mistake after all.

    "It's gold!"

    Half-crushed under the rock's weight, it was definitely gold. Excitement flushed my face red as I frantically began clearing bushes and stones.

    More pieces—necklaces with sparkling jewels, rings—continued to appear. I carefully gathered them into one spot.

    Amid this, I found something truly peculiar in the mix of dirt and gravel on the floor.

    'This is...'

    A coin. A gold coin. Nearly three times the size of a 500 won coin.

    On one side, there was an image of a woman with her hair tied up, while on the other, there was a roaring beast.

    It looked like it could be a lioness or a bear.

    Without a word, I examined the coin for a while.

    'Britain? France? A currency used in the Western world...'

    Did any country in the past use gold coins of this design?

    I had severed ties with world history when I dropped out of high school, so I had no idea.

    However, the lack of proper knowledge didn't prevent me from feeling a sense of incongruity.

    The emblem on the coin was too intricate. Did such a detailed technique exist in the era that used coins like these?

    Before I realized it, my excitement subsided, replaced by confusion. A creature I had never seen in my life and a strange coin.

    The two sets of information twisted my mind into chaos. Regardless, my hands continued to move diligently.

    Thanks to that, I could discover new things alongside gold bullion, jewelry, and coins.

    It was wood, rotten and split apart everywhere. The shape was unmistakably.

    "A wheel?"

    Though semicircular and broken, it was undoubtedly a wheel. A wooden wheel, lacking any rubber tires.

    If it hadn't broken, it would have been comparable in size to a medium-sized car tire.

    While fiddling with the wooden wheel, I fell into thought. Gold and jewels scattered nonsensically in this place.

    And the wooden planks and wheels abundant around them.

    As I alternated my gaze between the two, I raised my head.

    I saw the butterfly, which I launched into the air for surveillance, lingering above.

    Flutter, flutter.

    Beyond the lightly fluttering butterfly, the cliff's edge was visible.

    'Did it fall from there...?'

    No sooner did the question arise than my body flinched.

    A cluster of mana abruptly appeared within the range of my perception.

    Thick and large, incomparable to that of plants. It wasn't floating like a mirage but blazing intensely like a fireball.

    Realizing what it meant, I quickly jumped aside.

    As I grabbed the spear that was set down during my digging, an unsettling crunching sound along with heavy footsteps reached my ears.

    The incessantly flowing water hidden the sound initially, but it began to stand out, growing ever nearer. Hastily glancing upward, lo and behold.

    Sprouting from the edge of the cliff, a black-furred head jutted out.

    "Krrek."

    Standing ears like a fox, a protruding snout, and four upward-pointing canines—all matching the characteristics of a creature I had seen in the promotion exam mission.

    'It seems a bit bigger, though?'

    Apparently, the creature I saw during the promotion exam wasn't an adult.

    The creature just stared at me down the cliff, holding a chunk of red flesh in its hand, chewing it with a sickening, crunching sound amidst its feeding.

    The sound reminded me of a predator chomping on its prey's bones. Ceasing Mana Detection, I lifted my head, watching it intently.

    The creature seemed to have no intention of moving first.

    So, what choice did I have but to go first? The pattern of creature movements from afar was obvious.

    'At most, it'll flick its tongue, or leap down.'

    It's easy enough to counter both scenarios. Even if an unexpected situation unfolds, I was confident I wouldn't be easily taken down.

    Thus, I kicked off the ground, leaping up the cliff in a single bound.

    Damned System.

  
    Chapter 18

    Chapter 18. K(2)

    My body was crafted with mana exceeding a thousand.

    Climbing the cliff was a remarkably simple task.

    There was no need to hang on with my hands; all I had to do was step on the protruding parts and leap upward.

    "Kyaaak!"

    As expected, when I began to close the distance, it started using its tongue.

    A quick, targeted attack was coming towards me.

    I expanded my senses, swiftly turned my head, and grabbed the tongue.

    "Hup!"

    I then swung my arm with all the strength I could muster, gritting my teeth.

    There was some resistance, but it wasn't enough to stop me.

    As my muscles tensed and bulged, the creature's body, perched on the cliff, lifted into the air.

    The plan was to slam it into the ground.

    "Ugh!"

    However, an unexpected situation arose while the creature fell off the cliff.

    Two more tongues emerged from its gaping mouth.

    The creature I had encountered during the promotion test had only one split tongue at the end, with a single root.

    But this creature had three distinct roots from the base!

    As I grabbed another tongue, I let go of the cliff entirely, causing my body to plummet.

    Meanwhile, the remaining tongue wrapped around my waist.

    Both of us were falling, but I was closer to the ground and landed first.

    I promptly withdrew a long sword, intending to sever the tongue wrapped around my waist.

    However, the creature quickly released me and retracted its tongue.

    'It's like a whip.'

    The creature landed stably beside the canyon.

    Facing it directly, I could vividly see more differences compared to the creature I had seen before.

    The creature from the promotion test was about 170 to 180 centimeters tall, similar to or slightly smaller than me.

    Yet the one standing before me now exceeded two meters.

    The differences weren't just in stature.

    Its fur, which looked stiff and unkempt, had patches of white and hollowed areas were visible.

    Its nails and claws were mostly broken rather than intact.

    The muscles on its limbs appeared strangely gaunt.

    Additionally, half of its face was grotesquely split, and one eye was hollow.

    Incredibly, it looked like a defeated wreck.

    Or perhaps it was simply old, worn down by age.

    While I was confused by the creature's different appearance, it was nothing more than that.

    I summoned my mana as I prepared for battle.

    Simultaneously, it beckoned me with a motion of its hand, taunting me to attack.

    'This bastard.'

    It was clear it was mocking me.

    Gritting my teeth, I charged forward.

    The creature stepped forth and swung its hand.

    'Spear technique first.'

    I swung the spearhead in a small circle.

    The creature's hand missed blocking the spear tip and slid down the shaft.

    Between my arm and the spear, my reach was longer.

    I thrust the spear toward the creature's chest.

    'I'll kill it in one blow!'

    A moment of silence ensued as the spearhead contacted its chest.

    'What...?'

    It wasn't a piercing sound but a thud.

    I widened my eyes at what I witnessed.

    Despite plunging the spear with all my might, it didn't pierce the creature's hide.

    "Kikik."

    I thought I heard a sinister, mocking laugh.

    The creature then gripped the spear's shaft with both hands.

    I quickly returned the spear to my inventory.

    "Kyaak!"

    The creature narrowed the distance instantly, its mouth open wide.

    Three tongue strands lashed about wildly, like tentacles.

    Each was of different length, and one grabbed my neck in an instant.

    "Gasp!"

    As my body was yanked into the air, it immediately plummeted back down.

    In desperation, I swung my sword, severing its tongue.

    Black blood spurted, followed by a wail of agony.

    Though I escaped its grasp, I couldn't avoid crashing into the ground.

    "Ugh!"

    Thud.

    A thunderously loud sound echoed.

    Although there was pain, the impact wasn't severe.

    I quickly fortified my back with mana.

    Then, I seized the closest tongue with my foot extended.

    I kicked the creature's jaw as it bent down to grab me.

    "Hack!"

    Its head snapped back as I successfully yanked one tongue out.

    The practice with ground techniques from mixed martial arts paid off.

    Responding instinctively when the situation arose, I avoided being caught.

    While the creature was reeling from the shock, I rolled across the ground.

    Simultaneously, I flung the extracted tongue aside.

    "Spit."

    When I spat, blood mixed with saliva.

    'This is nowhere near sparring with the gym directors.'

    In the past three months, sparring with the gym directors felt like playing with children.

    My body had reached a state beyond human comprehension.

    'It shouldn't be difficult to leap off this cliff in a few steps.'

    Although I hadn't tried it myself, I felt capable of dodging bullets with this reflexive speed.

    My newly formed body through mana was that extraordinary.

    Yet, the creature was almost a physical match for me.

    That alone was enough to keep me on edge, and the unpredictably moving tongues added a further degree of irritation.

    I was tense, not knowing from where it might strike next.

    'I have to neutralize those tongues first to stop being dragged around.'

    I needed to handle the tongues to lessen the burden of close combat.

    "Kyaaak!"

    The creature, once mocking me with ease, roared.

    However, it didn't charge first.

    It seemed to be assessing my strength and contemplating its next move.

    'Surely, this is level 2.'

    Even though the difference wasn't drastic, the level was different, possibly due to the entry limit based on level 2.

    But the creatures emerging were slightly different too.

    This creature was trickier than the one in the promotion test.

    The blade alone couldn't even pierce its hide.

    Nonetheless.

    'I can kill it.'

    Though troublesome, it didn't feel impossible.

    The lull, during which we assessed each other's capabilities, wasn't long.

    This time, the creature moved first.

    I charged at it in retaliation.

    The initial attack was, predictably, its tongues.

    I tilted my head to avoid the one that came shooting like it would pierce me.

    Grabbing the tongue that brushed past my face, I severed it once more.

    Though I couldn't yank it from the root, I shortened its length.

    Simultaneously, another tongue whipped down like a lash!

    Along with the threatening whoosh, a hand aimed menacingly for my abdomen.

    I ignored the tongue, dodging as I twisted my waist to evade the creature's hand.

    Clamping its arm under my side, I expanded my senses.

    「Your senses are expanding.」

    In the slowed time, I saw the direction the creature was moving.

    Gritting my teeth, I reached out and grabbed the base of the tongue protruding from the creature's mouth.

    Drawing my long sword, I slashed. Black blood sprayed wildly.

    Though I had gotten too close in the process, I could manage!

    Still letting out a roar and swinging its hand at me, I blocked and pulled out a dagger.

    Briefly, our eyes met.

    Where my eyes held anticipation, the creature's red eyes only showed surprise.

    As it attempted to crush my head, the dagger enveloped in red mist had already pierced right through its jaw.

    So deep that only the handle was visible.

    "Keeek!"

    I heard a sound like gurgling phlegm, but it wasn't satisfying.

    I twisted the dagger with all my strength embedded in its jaw.

    Crunch.

    Torn leather parted, and the jawbone jutted out sideways.

    Black blood gushed as the creature's body collapsed.

    I once again drew my long sword, driving it into the creature's head.

    The red mist-enshrouded sword pierced through its skull, embedding deep into the ground.

    The battle ended quickly since both it and I completed our actions in the blink of an eye.

    From the first clash with the creature, barely a minute or two had passed.

    "Aargh!"

    A shout came unbidden upon the battle's conclusion.

    I had done it; I had succeeded in killing a creature larger than the one at the promotion test without sustaining major injuries!

    The thrill was like a reward for my efforts.

    But it faded as quickly as it came.

    「You have successfully eliminated the enemy.」

    「16 corrupted mana has been collected.」

    「65 corrupted mana has been absorbed.」

    An unfamiliar yet familiar message appeared.

    "Hmph!"

    The rare agony made me grit my teeth.

    Though I had undergone it a few times, I refrained from falling to the ground.

    After the absorption ended, I immediately started purification and opened the message window.

    Swearing rose to the tip of my tongue.

    「16 corrupted mana has been collected.」

    During the Beta test, this message didn't exist.

    Yet now, it's blatantly present.

    What could this imply?

    The system hadn't been able to extract mana from me during the promotion test.

    So they changed it to a method of skimming mana before complete absorption.

    The system had consumed 16 mana that should have belonged to me.

    "This!"

    So angry that words failed me; perhaps that's how it felt.

    With simple arithmetic, the total mana was 81.

    Having 16 of that seized meant losing a massive 20% of my mana.

    Now, it was merely 16, but as the creatures I defeat increase, so will the mana stolen.

    "Grr!"

    I let out a shout next to the creature's corpse, but the anger didn't subside.

    The effects of corrupted mana had resumed.

    I had to pant heavily for a while.

    Yet, I couldn't remain mired in this problem indefinitely.

    I reluctantly suppressed my anger and began purification.

    I retrieved the dagger lodged in the creature's jaw and the spear lying a few steps away.

    After reclaiming my weapons, I proceeded with mana detection.

    Although my detection range wasn't broad, constant use was necessary to increase proficiency.

    Reinventing the butterfly, I mumbled curses.

    "Damn."

    Two massive clumps of mana were quickly approaching.

    Clenching my teeth, I gripped my spear firmly.

    'I can do it.'

    The recent battle solidified my belief.

    My body had grown stronger since the promotion test, bolstered by three months of rigorous training.

    Victory was inevitable.

    'Six more to go.'

    Killing off the remaining creatures and obtaining attribute mana was my immediate focus.

    "Come on, you bastards."

    Hardly had my mumbling ended when a new creature dropped from the cliff.

    * * *

    "Ugh..."

    As the repeated battles concluded, I sank to the ground beside the creatures' corpses.

    Initially, two creatures had come rushing, but by the time I had slain one, another had arrived, with a third joining during the skirmish.

    Ultimately, I had slain five creatures within the canyon.

    During the fray, I received a blow to my side, causing stabbing pain with each breath.

    One had bitten me, slightly tearing the muscles in my calf.

    'I thought it would be easier.'

    Avoiding injuries completely wasn't an option.

    However, instead of resting, my focus was on assessing my spoils.

    Crawling past the creature carcasses, I reached the pile of gold and jewels.

    'Before any more arrive, quickly.'

    My hand rummaged hastily for my backpack as I opened my inventory.

    'By all means, you're coming with me.'

    Even if it meant a showdown with the system.

    My mouth twitched as I pushed gold bars into the inventory's empty spaces.

    Once the collection ended, I opened the shop.

    There, I spent 150 mana to purchase a bundle of 10 potions.

    'Let's see how effective this is.'

    The transparent vial contained a crimson liquid, only about a gulp or so.

    Uncapping it, I gulped down the potion, feeling a fiery warmth spread inside.

    A thermal sensation expanded from my heart through my veins across my entire body.

    Slow but assured relief quelled my pain.

    "Whew..."

    The bleeding in my leg noticeably subsided.

    Pouring another onto my leg showed the wound healing gradually.

    Although not a cure-all, the potion functioned effectively as a healing agent.

    'My mana is recovering too.'

    Not only were my physical injuries addressed, but my mana also replenished at a faster-than-usual pace.

    After wrapping the leg wound with a bandage pulled from my backpack, I stood.

    Without hesitation, I climbed the cliff again and entered the forest.

    Traversing wasn't smooth due to the scattered rocks yet.

    Constant purification brought my chaos level down to 10%.

    Looking at it positively, the achievements were noticeable.

    Nonetheless, not everything was as great as it seemed.

    'Where are the remaining two?'

    No matter where I searched, I couldn't spot them.

    "Ha."

    With a sigh, I lowered the backpack I had taken from inventory and had worn throughout.

    Slumping onto a nearby rock, fatigue overwhelmed me.

    Only seven creatures had to be slain for this mission.

    I couldn't be sure due to my missing watch.

    But it felt like two or three hours had already passed.

    'Does it usually take this long?'

    Or was it because I was tackling a mission meant for five on my own?

    Letting out another long sigh, I rummaged through my backpack.

    Hunger gnawed at me after the intense exertion.

    Fortunately, I had packed food just in case.

    Otherwise, I would have faced the remaining creatures hungry.

    I withdrew several pieces of bread and a canned drink.

    Since my body had transformed, my appetite had surged, so I had packed various items.

    While consuming them, my mind wandered over several thoughts.

    'If this keeps up, I might need to consider a few more days.'

    From the 3rd-level missions onward, the creature count would soar into three digits.

    Finishing quickly within a day or two might not be feasible.

    "Tsk."

    Chewing bread, I clicked my tongue.

    'Let's rest for now.'

    Although my physical endurance increased dramatically, the initial battle wore me out.

    It was my mind, not my body, that was exhausted. Watching a butterfly soar upward, I sprawled backward.

    That's when I unexpectedly noticed a sharp blade on my right side.

    Damned System

  
    Chapter 19

    Chapter 19. K(3)

    When I suddenly saw the knife appear, I completely froze.

    I had certainly laid my body down on a flat rock.

    So why did a lethal weapon appear next to my face?

    The answer was quite simple. It had been where I laid down!

    "Ugh."

    With bread in my mouth, I hurriedly rolled my body to the side.

    Chills ran down my spine. Just moments ago, I nearly suffered a tragic accident.

    If I had lain just a few centimeters to the right...

    That knife would have pierced through my skull or neck.

    My heart was thumping abnormally fast.

    The sudden approach of death was truly terrifying.

    Only a few minutes later was I able to barely calm down.

    Gathering my still-trembling body, I stood and took in the sight that nearly killed me.

    A rock covered in shrubs and moss, with a blade sticking out from its edge.

    "Ha!"

    I let out a hollow laugh because it was so absurd.

    Staggeringly, I climbed up the rock and grabbed the pole part where the blade was missing.

    I tried to pull it out with strength, but it seemed to be caught on something and wouldn't come out easily.

    In the end, I used the blade part like a lever to push it upward.

    With a thudding sound, a rock rolled and fell from behind shrubs and trees.

    Only then did the entire weapon come into view.

    "A spear...?"

    Why was something like this here?

    I picked up the spear and examined it.

    The spear I owned was the kind with a sharp point, like a harpoon or an arrow.

    But this one had a blade resembling a double-edged sword.

    Its length was about 15 centimeters.

    And there was one more blade on each side.

    The spearhead alone looked like a cross.

    There was also an incomprehensible pattern carved into its center.

    'Is it a script?'

    Staring intently at the engraved part, I swung the spear once.

    "Oh."

    A word of admiration slipped out unknowingly.

    Although I wasn't well-versed in weapons, it was clear that this spear was better than the one supplied by the system.

    From the weight alone, this one felt lighter.

    Moreover, when wielded, the balance was much better.

    The hardness of it was much greater than my own spear, and there was no rust on the blade.

    It was in good enough condition to use immediately. It was an unexpected gain.

    I swung the spear several more times to get accustomed to it.

    The spear, which had fallen into my hands at an unexpected moment, was quite satisfactory.

    However, separate from that, my mind was in turmoil.

    The coin I found in the valley, and now this spear that popped out here.

    'It's strange.'

    These were not familiar items to me.

    I took out some of the loot from the inventory.

    No matter how I looked at it, this was gold. A coin made of gold.

    I could accept jewelry adorned with gold and gemstones.

    But what was this gold coin all about?

    Who uses such a heavy currency these days?

    'Unless it's a commemorative item.'

    Perhaps it wasn't currency but a medal?

    The spear was just as strange.

    In an era where even nuclear bombs are made, what is this cold weapon doing here?

    Whoosh, whirl.

    As I twirled the spear in my hand, my head was also spinning with thoughts.

    The black blood shed by monsters, the mission paper, summon and injury, items not fitting the era.

    Piecing these scattered fragments together formed a picture that was frustratingly unclear.

    At some point, my expression turned grim.

    'A land with monsters.'

    Where was this place? Somewhere in the world I live in?

    'Are those monsters somewhere on Earth?'

    It was an absurd assumption.

    No matter how vast the Earth is, the number of monsters in the missions reaches hundreds, thousands, or even millions.

    I never forgot the number at the bottom of the mission list.

    I had already silently concluded it was the monster's count.

    The idea that humans could live unaware of such countless monsters made no sense.

    Ultimately, it led to the conclusion that this place was not Earth.

    'That's also hard to believe, though.'

    If so, this damned game's presence wouldn't make sense from the start.

    Given what I've seen so far, the latter assumption was more convincing than the former.

    'If this isn't Earth.'

    The question of where this is follows, but there's no way to know.

    Clear was one thing among all.

    'A civilization exists here.'

    There are the gold coins, gold bars, and the technology that made this spear in my hand.

    Proof that a civilization exists on this land.

    'I doubt monsters use spears and swords.'

    However, they seemed to recognize the danger of such weapons.

    That suggests there was at least someone who used this spear against those monsters.

    My eyes narrowed at that moment.

    「The patch for update will proceed.」

    Suddenly, a system message appeared.

    Startled, I saw familiar numbers at the bottom of my sight.

    「Progress 0.01%」

    An update patch? So suddenly?

    I frowned, staring at the numbers.

    There was no way to know why the system suddenly decided to do an update.

    Only when that progress bar filled could I find out. For now, I just had to wait.

    "Tsk."

    So much information bombarded me in minutes, my head felt like it would split.

    I shook my head, putting the ring and gold coins back in the inventory.

    'I'll think about it when I get back.'

    Then I looked at the bread that had fallen to the ground and opened a new one.

    With bread in my mouth, I looked around.

    'First, the mission.'

    The complex thoughts needed to be sorted out one by one, but now was the time to focus on the mission.

    Chewing on the bread, I opened the mission window and saw the counter.

    MISSION

    「02-07(1/5)」

    Eliminate the enemy. (5/7)

    Two monsters remaining.

    A mission field that might not be on Earth.

    A few fragmented pieces of information became a significant help in decision-making.

    'Walking around like this takes too much time.'

    Evaluating objectively, I was capable of handling two monsters at once.

    Coincidentally, two were left.

    I began taking out the items I had prepared from the inventory.

    These were what I prepared because I felt sorry for leaving the plants unattended during the upgrade mission.

    Large-capacity oil, like those used in restaurants, and matches.

    'I didn't come with a determination to set fire indiscriminately.'

    Still, if this isn't Earth, there's at least no one to report me.

    Since I'm the only 'human' on this mission ground.

    It wouldn't be bad to try once.

    'If it's hard to find by walking, make them come to you.'

    I poured the oil around the area.

    A cracking sound echoed as I lit and threw the match.

    Though worried about the lush greens, once ignited, the fire spread rapidly around.

    Walking with my back to the flames, I sent a butterfly high.

    'Let's see.'

    Would the remaining ones come running at the sight of the fire or flee instead?

    I planned to bet on the former.

    The monsters I encountered so far were aggressive.

    They wouldn't run seeing anything unusual.

    After hastening away from the fire scene for some minutes...

    "2.1 Mana is absorbed."

    "1.8 Mana is absorbed."

    "1.5 Mana is absorbed."

    "1.3 Mana is...."

    Mana started absorbing in heaps.

    And through the butterfly floating in the air, I could see a sizable cluster of mana rushing at me quickly.

    Time to finish the mission.

    * * *

    Returning to Jonghun's lab, I found it empty.

    I steadied my breath, purifying the remaining corrupted mana in my body.

    It hadn't been all that easy, yet I had managed it alone.

    I never liked this game, but a sense of achievement was a separate matter.

    "Whew."

    Exhaling a long breath, I opened the inventory.

    The moment I confirmed what was inside, I clenched my fists.

    'There it is!'

    Thankfully, the system hadn't tampered with my loot.

    Last time it was ten million won; this time it was treasure bound to be even more valuable.

    If this continued, I'd become more active with missions.

    Smirking, I placed the spear into an empty slot.

    That's when I realized my clothes and hair were singed.

    As I suspected, the monsters flocked towards the roaring flames.

    Though dealing with one, another joined in, making things a bit tricky.

    It wasn't anything life-threatening, though.

    'My abdomen is quite sore, though.'

    Unconcerned, I dusted off my singed hair and headed for the camera on the tripod.

    After stopping the recording, I picked up the phone next to it.

    Pressing Jonghun's number at the top of the call list, the signal went through.

    Ring ring, ring ring.

    『Hyunwoo?』

    Barely two rings and Jonghun answered promptly.

    "Yes, uncle."

    『Are you hurt?』

    "I'm fine this time."

    Fortunately, there weren't any additional significant injuries in the second battle.

    『Hold on. I'll be there soon.』

    "You must be busy, take your time."

    After finishing the call with Jonghun, I checked the recorded video.

    Fast forwarding the video filled me with complex emotions.

    Vanishing at dawn in a flash of white light, only to reappear hours later.

    The camera had merely filmed empty space.

    I had wished all this was just a delusion.

    'At least I won't have to go to a mental hospital.'

    Sighing repeatedly, I heard hurried footsteps.

    The hand entering the door code was equally frantic.

    Eventually, the lab door flew open, and Jonghun appeared beyond, breathing heavily.

    His eyes scanned me quickly. In response, I offered an awkward smile.

    "I'm back."

    Seeing me like that, Jonghun's face twisted strangely.

    He seemed to have something to say, but let it pass for a moment.

    Once inside, Jonghun closed the door and spoke.

    "Let me see your injuries."

    "I'm really fine this time..."

    "Now!"

    It was a stern tone. His stance suggested he wouldn't let me leave until I showed him.

    Under Jonghun's watchful eyes, I reluctantly removed my clothes.

    "Ugh."

    Jonghun groaned softly.

    'It's better than last time, at least.'

    That didn't mean I was unscathed.

    My abdomen and back were peppered with bruises, and numerous cuts marred my skin.

    Seeing this, Jonghun, armed with the emergency kit, pressed my abdomen and asked.

    "Is it painful?"

    "Not rea–..."

    Hoping to leave it be, I hadn't intended for Jonghun to care for manageable injuries.

    I sought his help for truly life-threatening scenarios.

    Yet, with Jonghun's stern glare, I realized I couldn't lie.

    "It hurts."

    I ultimately confessed truthfully.

    "Why your back... Just in case, let's do chest X-rays and an abdominal CT scan, then treat your leg injuries."

    "Yes."

    My prompt answer softened Jonghun's expression.

    After re-sanitizing the wounds, I was dragged by Jonghun for a myriad of tests and treatments.

    A diagnosis of abdominal muscle tear kept me at the hospital for about two hours.

    Still, my mind was at ease, having completed the level 2 mission without grave peril.

    And I was satisfied to have obtained such valuable loot.

    * * *

    Even after quite some time, Jonghun's voice seemed to linger in my ears.

    'It was fortunate the potion had partially healed me already.'

    Had it not been, I might have been detained much longer.

    Rubbing my ears, I swallowed a sigh.

    There'd be no avoiding injuries in the future, and Jonghun would constantly worry.

    'I have to get used to it.'

    But as long as I couldn't escape the game, getting accustomed was necessary.

    There wasn't time to dwell on inevitable issues yet to be resolved.

    I soothed my uneasy heart, organizing the rewards obtained from this mission.

    The first thing I checked was the Attribute Stone.

    I retrieved the rainbow-colored stone that had been dormant in inventory for three months, focusing my mind.

    Upon surpassing an attribute mana of 50, I sensed an alien element among my mana.

    Like liquids but differing in color?

    Unlike the red mana, it was achromatic.

    At the moment I realized it and extracted the distinct mana, I saw it clearly.

    An undulating, transparent mana like a summer's mirage.

    When I brought it to the Attribute Stone,

    「Attribute Stone(High-rank) is used.」

    「Determining an attribute suitable for the user.」

    「Lightning attribute is granted.」

    The system message appeared, and the formerly transparent mana changed.

    Zap.

    This was undoubtedly lightning crackling at my fingertips now.

    'My previous mana felt like smoke.'

    But now, with an attribute, the mana differed.

    When materializing, it bore a completely different form.

    I studied the spark glittering in my hand.

    'An attribute suitable for the user...'

    It suggested my apt attribute was lightning.

    'What's the basis?'

    The question was fleeting. There was no way to ask the system, nor was it vitally important.

    'If it's upper class, it must be good.'

    Low-rank Attribute Stones sell for a whopping 30,000 mana at the shop. High-rank costs 50,000.

    Pretty absurd prices at the moment, yet I had used such an important item.

    That alone was enough to satisfy me.

    Instead of getting caught up in unknowable reasoning, I decided to focus on the current situation.

    "Status Window."

  
    Chapter 20

    Chapter 20. K (4)

    Player: Kang Hyunwoo (Beta Tester)

    Mana: 1563.48 (Attribute Mana: 53)

    Chaos Level: 0.00%

    Affiliation: Earth

    Race: Human (Player)

    Rank: Alpha

    Attribute: Lightning

    Skills: Mana Manipulation (45.64%), Sensory Expansion (13.25%), Mana Detection (lv.1 - 6.61%)

    Trait: ?????, adaptability, tenacity, Purification (lv.1 - 17.11%)

    Compared to the beginning, there were significantly more letters and numbers.

    Above all, the attribute field was now filled in.

    'Lightning...'

    I alternated between looking at the word in the attribute slot and the spark flickering in my hand.

    'If it were a fire attribute, could I create fire?'

    If that were the case, fire would indeed have been more convenient.

    'Easy to set forests ablaze.'

    With a moment of regret, I clicked my tongue.

    A thought quickly passed through my mind.

    'No, looking at it broadly, lightning is also fire...?'

    Hurriedly, I grabbed a piece of paper and brought it to my hand.

    As expected, the parts touched by the spark began to burn.

    'Oh.'

    Good. I no longer needed to carry matches.

    Now, I had to contemplate how to use this mana in battle.

    Just as I was about to dive into thought, the spark on my hand suddenly disappeared.

    "Oh."

    I had depleted my mana.

    Although I wasn't experiencing fatigue due to having plenty of normal mana left, I couldn't help but grimace.

    'This depletes quickly too.'

    Even the red normal mana vanished quickly once I drew it outside my body.

    "Tch."

    Normal mana could be gathered by purifying corrupted mana.

    But attribute mana?

    'Mission rewards...'

    As I racked my brain, I could only recall attribute mana being obtained as mission rewards.

    Even the rank rewards were essentially mission-based.

    This realization left me feeling trapped.

    I usually received them in the units of 10 or 20.

    'Unlike normal mana, gathering this quickly seems difficult.'

    I had subconsciously imagined capturing monsters easily by shooting lightning.

    Reaching that level would likely take a significant amount of time.

    I stared at my empty hand, deep in thought.

    How should I utilize this power?

    How could I extract the maximum efficiency?

    In simple terms, I considered using it by injecting attribute mana into a monster after stabbing a spear into it.

    "That would likely burn their insides."

    Trying it once could not hurt.

    However, I felt there were endless ways to make full use of it beyond just that.

    This was a completely new power I had been unaware of until now.

    Surely, there would be ways to utilize it that I hadn't even imagined yet.

    "Let's take it step by step."

    Now that the reward inventory was sorted, it was time to organize the loot.

    My heart raced as I stashed the glittering pieces into my bag.

    My face felt flushed.

    "Ah, damn."

    Unable to resist the gleaming golden hue dancing in my mind, I reopened my bag.

    It was still so beautiful. I carefully caressed the loot with cautious hands.

    I wondered if this was real gold. If it were, how should I dispose of it?

    All sorts of thoughts flooded my mind, but I enjoyed them nonetheless.

    "Is this a diamond?"

    I mumbled as I fiddled with the transparent gem hanging from a necklace.

    The stone was as big as my thumbnail, and there were many of them. As many as eight.

    If this were a genuine diamond, how much would it be worth?

    My lips curled upwards uncontrollably, driving me mad.

    I couldn't manage my expressions at all.

    After lingering over the loot for a while, I grabbed my phone.

    I needed to figure out how to dispose of it from now on.

    Since I couldn't reveal the source, selling it through legitimate routes was impossible.

    I would have to explore illegal territories.

    Honestly, I felt a bit overwhelmed.

    I had stayed away from dangerous activities to avoid any involvement in crime.

    After all, I was the guardian of the twins.

    I had no idea where to even begin searching.

    Of course, being overwhelmed didn't translate to major worry.

    In the society built by humans, there wasn't really a bottom.

    Focusing intently on my phone search for a while.

    Suddenly, I checked the clock and snapped back to reality.

    It was almost time for Ethan to enter the mission.

    "Will he do well?"

    Since he had mastered the Mana Manipulation, he wouldn't be defeated as easily as before.

    Nevertheless, I couldn't help but worry.

    "There's also a debt I owe him."

    I had received a lot of confidential information that I couldn't have acquired by myself.

    This allowed me to make decisions like faking medical records to stay hidden and persuading Jonghun.

    I also received results from analyzing the monster's black blood.

    "They say it's hard to consider it as blood."

    I hadn't read the lab reports that documented the experiment results.

    Even if I had, understanding them would have been challenging.

    At least I learned that the composition of the black blood differed from human blood.

    Hearing this allowed me to ponder whether the mission grounds were perhaps a different world.

    I had many debts to Ethan, and at this point, Ethan was the only player I interacted with.

    Above all, I trusted Ethan.

    Because Ethan had never inquired about my personal details.

    Never asking my name, age, nationality—all questions that could identify my identity.

    In the unfortunate event he was tortured, it was better not to know.

    Despite that, Ethan had shared all him information.

    Such actions were enough to build trust between us.

    "Though it's not absolute trust,"

    At the very least, I could rely on him.

    Naturally, I didn't wish for someone like that to die.

    Losing an ally with the selection of 10,000 new players would be a loss.

    - (Private Comment) Are you prepared?

    While waiting for Ethan's response, I racked my brains.

    Without directly hunting with me, the ways I could help Ethan were limited.

    ⌎ (Private Comment) I've finished preparing. I'm a bit nervous.

    Ethan's comment came at just the right moment, and I grinned, activating the shop function.

    ⌎ (Private Comment) Open the auction window.

    ⌎ (Private Comment) What?

    ⌎ (Private Comment) Hurry.

    ⌎ (Private Comment) It's open. Why?

    Shortly after, a response came saying Ethan had opened the auction window.

    I then put four of my remaining eight potions up on the auction tab.

    Even though it's called an auction, it felt more like an individual exchange market.

    Items could be set for direct purchase or sale at specified prices.

    I set the price of the potion to 1 mana.

    Considering what I had received so far, this was the least I could do.

    Having personally experienced the potion's effects, possessing one would certainly make staying alive easier.

    ⌎ (Private Comment) It's a gift, buy it right away.

    If someone else snatched it, I planned to grab them by the collar and give them an earful.

    ⌎ (Private Comment) What do you mean?

    ⌎ (Private Comment) Check the auction now.

    As I wrote the comment, I registered the auction item.

    "An item has been listed."

    A few seconds later, the potion disappeared.

    "Code name: Ethan Rembrandt has purchased Potion (×4)."

    The comment section began to frenzy.

    The messages were not phrases at all, but rather words clumsily typed in English.

    It seemed they were unable to be translated, appearing in their original form.

    To the flustered Ethan, who was at a loss, I added one more comment.

    ⌎ (Private Comment) Don't die, so my effort to save you won't go in vain.

    ⌎ (Private Comment) Yes, thank you so much!

    The first coherent comment came up after passing the potion.

    I imagined Ethan smiling and the corner of my own lips lifted as well.

    After Ethan entered the mission ground, I scoured the community to observe player movements.

    Yet, I continued to linger around the community.

    "Ha?"

    Thanks to it, I discovered an irritating post.

    "Title: K is apparently Asian."

    Seized, I hurriedly clicked the post, but it was simple.

    Someone had commented while others were discussing me in another post.

    A quick search revealed a thread expressing amazement at my 2-level mission clear.

    The problematic comment was there too.

    - After all, just an Asian.

    Ethan was out of the question. He wouldn't leak my information.

    There was no reason for Ethan to irritate me.

    "As long as I'm ahead, he has much to gain from me. There's no incentive for him to ruin our mutual relationship."

    Excluding Ethan, there was one suspect left.

    My expression hardened, and I clenched my fists.

    Though I felt like commenting immediately, I restrained myself.

    "It's better to stay quiet."

    Responding wrongly might end up admitting my race from my own mouth.

    Feeling like my irritation would only fester if I continued looking, I shut my eyes altogether.

    Then, I instinctively brushed my face with a sigh.

    "Tch."

    In a non-single-player game, I couldn't control all variables—I should've realized this sooner but was too complacent.

    From between my clenched teeth, a grating sound seeped out.

    "Hoo."

    Forcing himself to calm down, I began plotting my next move.

    "It's okay, it's not at a dangerous level yet."

    The discussion was only about my race thus far.

    No important details like nationality, age, or name were mentioned.

    Though the incident heightened my caution before bigger troubles brewed, I saw it as a relief.

    Taking deep breaths, I checked the community window again.

    By the time I finished sorting my emotions, a substantial amount of new posts had come up.

    「Title: Looking for party members.」

    Among the posts, one vividly caught my eye, claiming final party recruitment had concluded.

    With a tingling sense of foreboding, I swiftly opened the mission window.

    "01-12 (09/10)"

    Among the lists, a mission had changed to bold text.

    From that moment, I couldn't take my eyes off the mission window.

    Ten minutes, thirty minutes, an hour, then two hours.

    As time elapsed, the number in the entry field continued to dwindle.

    This signified that some players were dying.

    Another mission shifted to bold text before the initial one was even cleared.

    "01-11 (08/10)"

    The players had begun their earnest operations.

    As I continued to keep a calculating eye on the dwindling numbers, Ethan posted a new comment.

    ⌎ (Private Comment) The monsters are different. They look like bears, but they've got four eyes. About 3 meters tall... gives less mana than those we saw during the advancement trials.

    Ultimately, Ethan successfully cleared the mission.

    Though I found some reassurance in that, a side of my heart remained uneasy.

    Approaching midnight, I lay with my eyes shut, but sleep eluded me.

    "Hoo."

    Eventually peering at the ceiling blankly, thoughts tangled within me.

    Mana, minimum points, recognition, utilization, monsters, death.

    Among the tethered and tangled web of facts, an issue I wished to ignore continually resurfaced.

    Heaving a deep sigh, I opened the community window.

    What caught my eye was the number positioned at the top.

    "10,085..."

    The recent incidents had made 6 disappear from the community.

    I was observing the mission window as those six met their demise.

    One by one, the entry number in the mission showed an incremental downward shift.

    Massacred by one or two monsters.

    Had they been under siege by various monsters, the number would've plummeted more swiftly.

    It conclusively evidenced a simple fact.

    They underwent the mission ground without mastering Mana Manipulation.

    If they had, they wouldn't have been easily struck down.

    "Idiots."

    A sigh of exasperation escaped me.

    Of course, I didn't feel pity for those six who perished.

    Strictly speaking, the sentiment leaned heavily towards disdain.

    Now, unless the newbie players' tutorial concluded, only Beta testers could enter missions.

    And those Beta testers had over three months of leeway.

    They surely had ample time to master Mana Manipulation.

    They ostensibly started on the same line as me.

    Yet, their results were vastly different.

    While I had survived the 2-level mission, they didn't return from the 1-level mission.

    These differences recalled the corpses I saw during the promotion test.

    "Indeed, unsettling."

    I bore no responsibility to safeguard anonymous people.

    Assisting Ethan had been for my comfort, not out of duty.

    However, the thought of that corpse muddled my thoughts, recalling the time of my parents' passing.

    Those deceased during the promotion test, those who died three days ago, those who've recently perished—they, too, must be somebody's family.

    Over time, as the number of corpses in my memory inevitably grew, a lingering stain would nestle in my heart.

    Yet, I couldn't muster a reason to share the merits earned through my exertions.

    "Disseminating information yields no benefit to me."

    I resolved that long into the night I simply watched the dwindling player numbers.

    Even if some unease dwelled within, I planned not to intervene.

    Since they weren't responsible for my survival, likewise, their deaths were not my responsibility.

    That was clear.

    Damned System

    TL's Corner:

    Selfish MC. It's neither good nor bad. It's a gray area. It's similar to the Train Dilemma.

  
    Chapter 21

    Chapter 21. Player (1)

    A sophisticated office, filled with antique furniture and expensive office supplies. The room stood in silence, without its owner.

    However, that silence was soon broken when the office door abruptly swung open, and two men stepped inside.

    One was a giant man in his forties, likely weighing over 100 kilograms, and the other was a young man in his early thirties, of average build.

    They were Choi Seongwu, an executive from an organization involved in smuggling precious metals for the past three years, and his secretary, Ha Gwonchan.

    Choi Seongwu, with his massive build, walked over to the desk and spoke.

    "How did it go?"

    "As planned, the goods have been disguised as car parts."

    While Choi Seongwu settled into his chair, Ha Gwonchan stood on the opposite side, answering in a calm voice.

    "And the inspection?"

    "We'll pass without causing a fuss. The customs official was very confident."

    Choi Seongwu gestured with his chin for more details as he poured himself a drink from the spirit decanter on his desk.

    "The goods are worth 1.5 billion won, and if sold in Japan, the profit could be close to 200 million won."

    "Two hundred million... every time I do this, it really is a hassle."

    "But the gains are substantial, aren't they?"

    "That's why I keep doing it."

    Choi Seongwu promptly emptied his glass and continued speaking.

    "Until the goods are disposed of, keep a close watch. If we get caught, it'll be a headache."

    "Understood."

    Ha Gwonchan then exited the office, and just as Choi Seongwu was about to pour himself another drink into his now-empty glass—

    "Does smuggling yield a profit of 200 million won?"

    A voice, unfamiliar and unexpected in this solitary space, echoed throughout the room.

    Choi Seongwu's body shuddered, gripping the bottle of whiskey tightly.

    As he turned around quickly, his eyes widened almost to the point of tearing.

    "The amount exchanged is larger than I expected."

    A man stood behind the chair. He wore a baseball cap pulled low and a mask. He was dressed in a simple white T-shirt, cargo pants, and military boots.

    His height, which was in the high 180s, broad shoulders, and the imposing muscles that showed even through the fabric, all contributed to a sense of intimidation.

    "You, you bastard, what..."

    As the startled Choi Seongwu attempted to rise from his seat—

    "No need to be so surprised. I come with good intentions."

    Spoke the man who had stifled Choi Seongwu's words with a firm hand.

    'What strength!'

    Choi Seongwu struggled to escape, but the man's grip was so strong he could not break free.

    "Nice to meet you, President Choi. It's awkward to reveal my name, so let's keep the introductions short."

    The man then began to press heavily on Choi Seongwu's shoulders.

    "Ugh..."

    Trying to resist, but the pressure bore down with incredible force.

    In the end, Choi Seongwu groaned as he was forced back into his chair.

    Just when he thought his shoulders were free, the man's hand suddenly slipped inside his jacket. Choi Seongwu could only shiver, unable to react in time, as the man successfully retrieved a small knife from his inner pocket.

    "I'd like to resolve this quietly. Can we talk? Or..."

    As a pop sound accompanied the sudden extension of the blade from the handle, Choi Seongwu's eyes began to tremble.

    "Should we use force?"

    The mysterious man smoothly folded the blade in half, showing his strength.

    Once the hand muffling Choi Seongwu disappeared, he swallowed dryly and answered.

    "Let—let's talk."

    "I think that would be best, too."

    The mysterious man's eyes, visible above the mask, arched softly.

    * * *

    About three weeks had passed since the main server had been activated. New players had joined the community five days ago.

    In that time, I cleared the level 2 mission four more times.

    In the total of five missions I completed, I encountered bipedal fox monsters twice.

    In such cases, the number of monsters was around ten. When other monsters appeared, their numbers sometimes rose to 30 or 40.

    I had faced various creatures: a cow with a 30 cm horn on its head; a 12-legged spider that spun webs as tough as wires; a two-headed bird beast.

    After going through several missions, I accumulated a significant amount of mana and could afford to shop.

    「Invisibility (7.19%)」

    • Category: Permanent Skill

    • Description: Allows you to conceal your form by using mana.

    Recalling the cost of this skill made my neck stiff.

    '1090 mana.'

    Since it felt wasteful to use a free ticket, I paid for it outright.

    'I'll use the ticket only after I've saved at least 3,500 mana.'

    The ticket required my mana to be five times the amount of a skill in order to buy it. I'd have to save up more to buy the skills I'd set my sights on.

    Choosing to pay full price for the Invisibility rather than use a ticket left my mana wallet quite empty.

    Fortunately, the skill proved to be effective, which quickly dissipated any regret.

    Unlike mana detection, this skill had only a proficiency level without any other ranks.

    Though it consumed more mana than other skills, its impact was worthwhile.

    I could completely vanish from sight. Though traces like scent, breathing, and footsteps remained, they could easily be managed if careful.

    People rely more on their visual senses than they realize.

    Perhaps, in a dire situation, I wanted to have a way out, and this purchase seemed worthwhile.

    Thanks to this skill, it also became easier to conceal my identity in the real world.

    It allowed me to follow Choi Seongwu and Ha Gwonchan unnoticed when they entered the office, courtesy of my invisibility.

    I waited in the CCTV blind spot until Ha Gwonchan left, then released my invisibility just moments ago.

    'I've established dominance.'

    Now, the real negotiation needed to commence. Glancing down at the anxious Choi Seongwu, I recalled the investigation I'd conducted over several days.

    His name was Choi Seongwu, 47 years old, an executive in a relatively large-scale smuggling organization. After tirelessly tailing jewel dealers known for making some money for over nine days, he was the target I finally marked.

    "Just to be clear, I have no intention of reporting you. I'm here because I want to be a customer."

    With this, I tapped Choi Seongwu lightly on the shoulder while setting down the bag I'd brought.

    "Disregard the origin, can you process them?"

    When Choi Seongwu hesitantly opened the bag, his eyes widened.

    "May I take a closer look...?"

    "Of course."

    Examining the bag's contents, Choi Seongwu's demeanor shifted.

    Inside were one earring, a necklace, rings, six gold coins, and a single 1kg gold bar.

    Though the gold bar was a bit deformed, its weight was unquestionable.

    After a brief inspection, Choi Seongwu spoke with an awkward smile.

    "May I take out the appraisal equipment...? It's in the desk drawer."

    I nodded in agreement, but my eyes never left his hands.

    It wouldn't make sense not to keep watch on someone who could easily become an adversary.

    'Who knows what he might try.'

    Luckily for him, Choi Seongwu merely took out the equipment from the bottom drawer.

    He examined the various jewelry pieces with a monocle and scraped the gold bar and coins against a stone before applying a solution to them.

    As the process continued, his trembling calmed considerably.

    'I see he's not just another thug.'

    His actions suggested he had a degree of expertise regarding precious metals. Observing Choi Seongwu, I waited patiently.

    Minutes passed before Choi Seongwu put down the magnifying glass and spoke.

    "They're all pure gold."

    "What's their value when sold?"

    "If you sell everything, including the jewelry, it'll total about one large note and five or six small ones."

    I paused momentarily before replying. "150 million won?"

    With eight diamonds and a 1kg gold bar, I didn't doubt that the estimate was in the millions, so I named a higher figure.

    "Yes."

    Naturally, Choi Seongwu nodded.

    'Holy!'

    His agreement made me nearly exclaim out loud. Suppressing the urge to clench my fists, I silently endured a thrill that resonated deep within my chest.

    I hadn't held such a significant sum since my parents passed away. A wave of excitement surged through me.

    Overcoming that sensation required a significant silence.

    Misperceiving my pause, Choi Seongwu, dripping with cold sweat, hurried to justify himself.

    "Though the gold is pure, these items need to be remelted due to their irregular forms. Considering that process, 60 to 70 million is the limit."

    Having him raise the amount independently couldn't have been better.

    Determined to keep my rising excitement from showing, I maintained a composed facade as I responded.

    "In that case, let's settle at 170 million. Oh, I forgot to ask, are you interested in purchasing?"

    "Of course. Would you like to sell them immediately? How would you like the payment arranged?"

    Not digitally, that's for sure.

    "I prefer cash."

    "Well, within a few days—"

    Before Choi Seongwu could finish, I shook my head and gestured to my left.

    Next to his desk, in the direction of the safe.

    "It should suffice."

    Two days ago, during one of my reconnaissance visits, I saw him open that safe. It was packed with bundles of 50,000 won notes.

    'There's definitely more than a billion in there.'

    Choi Seongwu should be thankful I hadn't taken everything and run after seeing what was inside.

    Even in the midst of transactions with a smuggling felon, I found keeping this moral compass amusing.

    Selling something I had earned versus stealing without effort—two entirely different concepts.

    It wasn't about considering others' perspectives. It was about being true to myself in front of my younger siblings.

    That was why, despite having access to it, I left his safe untouched. But Choi Seongwu seemed reluctant to move. I could almost hear the gears turning in his mind.

    I wasn't about to wait patiently.

    "We'll be seeing each other often, so let's keep it simple."

    As soon as I finished my sentence, I grabbed Choi Seongwu's shoulder with such force that it felt like it might break.

    In that moment, I sensed a crack in his shoulder bone.

    "Gah!"

    "Oh..."

    Since becoming a player, I hadn't used my power on another person. I didn't know my own strength. Though unintentional, it had caused Choi Seongwu to move more efficiently.

    Soon, plenty of cash in 50,000 won notes was stacked before me.

    'I should take my siblings to the department store.'

    With the prospect of substantial earnings before me, I began planning a luxurious shopping spree.

    I hadn't been able to give them much beyond a new laptop for the new semester.

    'Money went into their clubs and activities.'

    At their age, new shoes, bags, and clothes were all necessities. I'd take them out as soon as this weekend.

    Humming a tune, I cheerfully packed the cash into the bag where I'd stored the loot.

    I was reaching for the last stack when the system made a pinging sound. Reflexively, I glanced at the minimized message window.

    「Progress: 100%」

    Just before, there had been two simultaneous updates. One had started during the level 2 mission I'd embarked on.

    The other had begun when the first tutorial phase for players concluded.

    The patch that had just finished was the former. Judging by the completion rate of the latter (99.9%), it seemed today would see the end of that patch as well.

    After ensuring the completion percentage remained at the bottom of my view, I opened the message window.

    「Patch completed.」

    「Item management program executing.」

    「Information on physical items now accessible.」

    I found an unexpected term staring at me.

    'Item?'

    The patch from the mission area was related to items being updated?

    Halting my packing with the cash, I reached out urgently.

    "Wait!"

    My hand grasped Choi Seongwu's wrist just as he was about to pack away the loot.

    "Gah!"

    Alarmed, he tried to pull away.

    "Wait, let me check the goods again."

    Instead of releasing him, I tightened my grip and pulled the loot back towards myself.

    Hoping for the best, I picked up the nearest item. Unlike before, a translucent window popped up.

    「Expensive Necklace」

    A necklace crafted from pure gold and diamonds. Can be sold for a substantial price.

    'This is considered an item?'

    These weren't store-bought; they were picked up from a mission area.

    Momentarily stunned, I proceeded to inspect the remaining loot.

    「Delicate Gold Coin」

    A gold coin crafted with precision. It has a high likelihood of having been used as currency somewhere.

    「Half Earring」

    An expensive adornment crafted by a jeweler. The intricately crafted emerald would fetch a high price.

    After checking the necklace, gold coin, and earring, I picked up a ring.

    「Mysterious Ring」

    A sapphire containing someone's mana. Seems to hide a special function. Let's keep it.

    A completely unexpected sentence appeared. What on earth was this?

    Damned System.
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    'Does it have mana?'

    I carefully examined the ring. However, I felt nothing. I was not comfortable selling it off just because I couldn't discern its use.

    'I don't like the way it seems to order me around.'

    For now, I decided to keep it. I thought I could sell it later if it became unnecessary or harmful to me.

    "Let's exclude this."

    "What, what?"

    "Exclude this and this, and let's recalculate."

    What I excluded were the ring and one gold coin. Given the possibility that it was once used as currency, I decided to hold onto one for now.

    After freeing Choi Sungwoo's wrist, which I had been holding, I nudged the bag full of cash towards me.

    As I pretended to place the ring and the gold coin in my pocket, putting them into inventory instead, Choi Sungwoo nervously fiddled with the calculator on the desk, struggling due to the fracture in my shoulder.

    He muttered about the gold and the ring's weight and jewelry before deducting roughly 850,000 won, including a bundle of 50,000 won notes and a single sheet totaling 3.5 million won.

    Even though it stung, I accepted the remaining cash without complaint, realizing it couldn't be resold.

    Then, I extended my hand and said, "Please give me your cell phone."

    "... Excuse me?"

    Confused by the response, I frowned.

    "I'll contact you in advance next time."

    At the very least, they needed to be contactable for their next meeting. Yet, I couldn't give out my number.

    "You can't just give out personal information in this day and age."

    By taking Sungwoo's cell phone, I could easily resolve issues like contacting Ha Gwonchan that had appeared earlier.

    But Sungwoo, once again, responded slowly.

    I clicked my tongue briefly and grabbed Sungwoo's uninjured shoulder.

    "If you don't like it, like today..."

    "I-I'll give it to you! I'll give it to you!"

    They always needed an extra urging.

    Taking the phone that Sungwoo handed over, he unlocked it and showed me the screen, leaving only Ha Gwonchan's contact.

    "I'll contact you through this next time."

    I made it clear by turning off the phone in front of Sungwoo.

    He comprehended it when Sungwoo nodded his head vigorously.

    "Yes, yes, feel free."

    "Let's work well together from now on, President Choi. I trust you'll keep up with the phone bills."

    With a hint that the next visit might be as sudden if not, the corners of Sungwoo's lips stiffened.

    Nevertheless, as I offered a handshake, Sungwoo awkwardly returned it, trying to smile despite the pain.

    I couldn't bring myself to feel sentimental about a face twisted in agony due to my actions.

    'I ma a despicable villain in someone's view, but there's no compassion here.'

    I had already confirmed over several days of observation that Sungwoo was not a good person.

    He was unequivocally an evildoer, unworthy of pity or empathy.

    While I had no intention of personally dealing with Sungwoo, neither did I intend to form a deep relationship with him.

    For now, their interests aligned, and I was only exploiting that fact.

    I brought precious metals, and Sungwoo paid for them; their relationship was purely transactional.

    Finally, to serve as a warning, I squeezed Sungwoo's hand painfully hard before releasing it.

    I made Sungwoo turn away from me and headed into the blind spot of the CCTV.

    "See you next time."

    Leaving a final farewell, I used invisibility.

    A minute, then two passed... Sungwoo, frozen while staring straight ahead, eventually turned around hesitantly.

    I was still there, but invisible to Sungwoo's eyes.

    Sungwoo jumped from his seat, holding his shoulder, and manipulated the computer to quickly check the CCTV recordings.

    His gaze darted between the monitor and my direction, visibly trembling.

    The CCTV would show I moving to a blind spot.

    What it wouldn't show would be my actual presence there, leaving Sungwoo bewildered.

    "Gu, Gwonchan! Ha Gwonchan!"

    After a short silence, a mortified Sungwoo ran out of the office.

    Only then did I leisurely slip out through the open door.

    * * *

    I had already walked quite a distance from Sungwoo's office.

    In a sparsely populated alley, I deactivated my invisibility.

    I immediately retrieved the ring from my inventory.

    "It supposedly has mana..."

    I fiddled with and scrutinized the ring for a moment.

    On a whim, I materialized my mana. The ring did nothing.

    So, I tried utilizing elemental mana instead.

    This time, the ring eagerly absorbed the mana before beginning to vibrate in my hand.

    'What, what's this?'

    Swallowing nervously, I grasped the ring, ready for any changes.

    Suddenly, a chilling surge of mana, cold enough to feel icy, emanated from the ring.

    A frost formed in the narrow alleyway.

    The tension caused my muscles to tighten reflexively.

    And then? Nothing happened.

    "Heh."

    A chuckle escaped me in disbelief.

    I could no longer feel the ring vibrating.

    'What is this?'

    I could not comprehend what had just happened.

    In case of another occurrence, I released more elemental mana.

    The ring merely absorbed my mana again with no unusual reaction.

    I spent some time alternating between closely examining the ring and infusing it with mana.

    "Should I keep this in the inventory for now?"

    The loop on the ring was too large for me to wear comfortably.

    Figuring it might fit my thumb, I tested it.

    "Oh."

    The ring that had felt loose snugly conformed to my finger.

    Even when I placed it back on my little finger, it adjusted accordingly.

    "Nice."

    At least I confirmed it wasn't a typical piece of jewelry. That seemed enough for now.

    Perhaps, in time, I would discover its purpose.

    I continued infusing the ring with mana until I exhausted my supply.

    I then retrieved my other untraded spoils.

    「Lost Spear」

    A sturdy spear that remained undamaged despite long separation from its owner.

    Adequate for immediate combat usage.

    I had examined four items, all of which had brief, two-line descriptions.

    The last line irked me increasingly.

    Including the items I had sold, now including this spear.

    "Valuable even if sold, beneficial to hold onto, and useful in combat..."

    It felt like it was instructing me to use it a certain way.

    "It's unsettling."

    I scrutinized the item description window for a while.

    However, staring at it wasn't going to unlock some hidden knowledge.

    Resignedly, I sighed and stowed the spear back into my inventory.

    I then made my way to a bus station, aiming for my next destination.

    While waiting for the bus, my gaze drifted west.

    Towards Gwanak District.

    Recent news reports from the social section that had kept surfacing in my mind.

    "Pigeon corpses discovered in Gwanak District, possibly murder rather than accidents?"

    "Outrageous animal abuse, is it acceptable?"

    "Soft hand slaps for animal abusers? The limitations of Korea's legal boundaries."

    It began with the discovery of pigeon corpses near a villa village.

    There were traces of stab wounds while trapped in adhesive used during summer to catch flies or mosquitoes, about four of them.

    Next, were the stray dogs and rodents caught by traps.

    "All stabbed to death, it seemed."

    News about animal corpses due to abuse or roadkill wasn't uncommon.

    But for the same type of incidents to occur consecutively in the same region was peculiar.

    Moreover, the first article had been published three days ago.

    "It was the day after the tutorial for new players had ended."

    Due to that, I had spent several days commuting to and from Gwanak District using invisibility.

    If this case had any connection to players...

    "It could be an opportunity."

    An opportunity to glimpse the Korean government's response.

    Although I had heard about the actions of the United Kingdom and the United States through Ethan, what was most crucial to me was Korea's response.

    "My nationality is South Korean, and as this game surfaces, escaping from governmental scrutiny will be challenging."

    I knew nothing about how the Korean government might react.

    Whether the government was aware of this crazy game, or how they planned to manage it, not a single clue.

    I had combed through news articles without finding anything peculiar.

    Hence, this current surveillance.

    If the government knows about this game and the suspect turned out to be a player, there's a high chance they might quietly protect-monitor after an arrest.

    "Maybe I can get a sense of the government's position or attitude without exposing myself."

    This was an opportunity too good to miss.

    Of course, without invisibility, I wouldn't have ventured personally.

    Exposure of my identity would be disastrous.

    There's no assurance that a lunatic like David wouldn't be lurking in the Korean government.

    But now that I had invisibility, taking a slight risk was worth it.

    I boarded the soon-arriving bus while pulling my hat lower.

    * * *

    The animal corpses were all found in Gwanak District.

    I arrived at the villa neighborhood where the dog's body had been discovered.

    The locations of the pigeon and the rodent were distant from each other but nearby, this villa neighborhood was connected to both.

    "I can't tell if it's poor thinking or a diversion to dodge investigation."

    This neighborhood was the single intersection among three distinct locations.

    So, I roamed the vicinity using my invisibility.

    Eventually, the pending update patch was complete.

    「Progress 100%」

    「The patch has been completed.」

    「The Player Interaction Program (Community and Party) will be updated.」

    「Code names will be implemented in the community.」

    「Friend feature added.」

    「Chat feature added.」

    「Gift feature added.」

    「Aggregate comment count displayed.」

    "Using code names now? Why this late?"

    The question lingered briefly; I understood the reason soon enough.

    Allowing anonymity among 10,000 players?

    What could go wrong was evident.

    After the tutorial for the first group of players ended, chaos ensued in the community with impostures, jeers, and personal attacks.

    The anonymity that seemed to empower some players to instigate disorder.

    There were constant altercations that developed into spirited arguments in the comment section.

    'Haphazard as always.'

    Half measures and piecemeal updates characterized this game.

    If it premiered online, the game would have flopped instantly.

    Why bring such torment to reality?

    I clicked my tongue and opened the community tab.

    To gauge any significant changes or necessities due to the updates.

    「The title: Finally we can weed out the morons (4) - Author: Adam」

    The top post jumped out at me, uploaded moments ago.

    All posts were now marked by the author's code name.

    'Comments have changed too.'

    I reflected on anything I needed to pay attention to.

    'If I remember, I deleted the post where Ethan discovered me, and the new one I created to communicate with me, well...'

    Though the writer's name showed, they couldn't access it without the password.

    Even if they did, it contained solely private comments ensuring anonymity.

    !

    'Might as well clean it up.'

    With the chat feature introduced, the post's purpose had expired.

    Erase the post and send Ethan a friend request through my code name, which I quickly accepted.

    - Ethan Rembrandt: Chat feature is great. Comments were annoying.

    - K: Right? Why not implement it earlier, what a joke.

    - Ethan Rembrandt: Haha, it's always been a careless system. My expectations are low.

    - K: Haha, we think alike.

    As I jeered alongside Ethan about the system, I found myself searching for a post I had previously seen.

    I half-expected it to be deleted but it remained.

    The one which had mocked my ethnicity.

    The code name was John.

    The moment I reminisced on the black man's face from the promotion test.

    「A friend request was received from code name Leo.」

    「A friend request was received from code name Barista.」

    「A friend request was received from code name Artificial Intelligence.」

    「A friend request was received from code name Blueberry.」

    'What?'

    Friend requests started pouring in.

    Damned System.
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    'Are they throwing this out there just because there was an update?'

    I frowned as I manipulated the interface.

    Fortunately, I found the settings menu without wandering too long.

    The update wasn't done carelessly; all the necessary functions were in place.

    "Block friend requests, block friend search."

    Only then did the deafening notification sounds cease.

    'Can't this be turned off?'

    I rummaged through the settings, but even after the update, there was no function related to notification sounds.

    'Damn this half-baked system.'

    In this day and age, the fact that you couldn't adjust notification settings to your liking was ridiculous.

    Clicking my tongue, I once more criticized the system as I climbed up to the rooftop of the highest studio apartment nearby.

    Once there, I sat in a corner and deactivated the invisibility.

    As my mana was depleting, I thought of taking a break and browsing the community.

    Ever since the first wave of players joined, the number of posts and comments had increased significantly.

    It was more than enough time to kill and gather thoughts or information from other players.

    As I was recovering my mana and a couple of hours passed by, I came across a post that left me deep in thought.

    「Title: Mana - Author: Carl

    Content: Crazy, I've gathered mana. On a whim, I tried killing the fish in our home aquarium, and I got 1.2 mana. Do you think I'd get more if I caught bigger animals?」

    - Billy: You'll get caught. Animal abuse is a sensitive issue these days.

    ⌎ Carl: I didn't mean I'd go out wielding a knife right away. Just asking. In the tutorial, you'd get 7 for a dog.

    ⌎ Billy: Really? Thanks. I should clear out my aquarium too.

    - Kj: Clink-clink, that's your future.

    ⌎ Carl: What do you mean?

    ⌎ Kj: Means you'll be in cuffs. Or behind bars.

    ⌎ Carl: Ah, that's what it means. But I didn't really mean it. I was just curious.

    ⌎ Kj: Yeah, that's what it means, clink-clink.

    ⌎ Carl: I said I won't do it.

    The post hinted at the realization that mana could be gathered outside the mission areas.

    Of course, that wasn't the only reason I was interested in this post.

    If one had tried eliminating targets in the tutorial or paid attention to the system's Absorb function, they could deduce this easily.

    What caught my eye were the comments under the post.

    A comment left by someone named Kj, more precisely the words "clink-clink" and "ㅇㅇ" (same).

    '... Is he Korean?'

    The system didn't translate colloquially.

    If it had been a sentence meaning imprisonment, it would have been translated literally.

    But what I saw was clearly "clink-clink."

    And that "ㅇㅇ" was too familiar.

    Could other language groups use such abbreviations?

    'I guess okay could be abbreviated like that...'

    Feeling a strange nostalgia as I looked over the comments, I typed "Kj" into the search bar.

    After skimming through a few posts and comments, my brief hesitation seemed meaningless.

    'He's Korean.'

    Seeing the abbreviation "할말하않" (short for "I have nothing to say") left no room for doubt.

    'Well, with over 10,000 players, there must be a few Koreans among them.'

    It wasn't something extraordinary, but somehow, it was comforting.

    'I wonder if he's been in contact with the government.'

    I searched for a few more things about Kj.

    'He's active.'

    Unlike me, he was very active in the community.

    Considering the first post appeared shortly after the first tutorial, he's likely a first-wave player.

    Yet, he had posted 24 times on his own.

    'Mostly content focused on information gathering rather than small talk.'

    Questions, rebuttals, and cross-checks.

    His posts and comments were clearly aimed at gathering information about this game.

    Looking at the mission completion list, I couldn't help but be a bit surprised.

    「01-12(7/10) - Contributing Members: Bunny Girl, Yokai, World's Best, Kj, asocial, Sleep Mask, lotto」

    'Have you already completed a mission?'

    It had only been five days since the tutorial ended.

    If he was already forming a party and entering missions, it gave me a sense of his mental fortitude.

    To have succeeded also meant he had quite the backbone.

    'If he'd frozen upon seeing monsters, he'd be dead.'

    As I scrolled through Kj's activities, I did some calculations.

    Currently, I was playing alone while hiding my information.

    In case of leaving traces, I barely wrote posts or comments in the community.

    But how long could I continue playing like this?

    From experience, the mana cap for mission levels gradually increased.

    'Level 1 was 1,000, level 2 was 3,000.'

    I was still hanging around level 2 since I'd bought invisibility, but messages appeared again saying entry would be restricted once it surpassed 3,000.

    The mana capacity required for entry had increased.

    That meant there'd come a time when conducting missions at the same level as later players would become inevitable.

    'Continuing to play alone might reach its limits.'

    Eventually, I might have to form a party.

    Considering that, overly secluded activities wouldn't be helpful.

    'If it doesn't reveal my identity...'

    Knowing that he is a man, in his 20s, and Korean doesn't pose as much of a risk.

    There are countless matches for those keywords.

    'As long as it doesn't reveal that K is Kang Hyunwoo.'

    I could hide in the crowd.

    More importantly, being isolated and enduring alone isn't a good choice.

    Besides, Kj is the same nationality as me, so if something happens, I might be able to get more direct help from him than from Ethan.

    I completed my calculations and sent a friend request to Kj.

    "Given he's eager to gather information, he won't decline."

    I planned to give and take appropriately.

    The acceptance message appeared soon after, suggesting he was online.

    It didn't end there; a real-time chat opened.

    - Kj: Wow, big bro hi, thanks for the friend request. I copied your mission code name. If it upset you, sorry.

    - K: It doesn't matter. I just put it in casually out of laziness. How old are you? Am I really your bro?

    - Kj: Sweet 17.

    - K: Guess I'll continue being "hyung" then.

    - K: I added you because you seemed Korean. Is that correct?

    - Kj: Wow? From the East Sea and?

    - K: Mount Baekdu.

    - Kj: Dipping vs. pouring sauce?

    - K: Dipping. Prefer kimchi stew to soybean paste stew.

    - Kj: OMG LOL are you Korean?! So glad!

    - K: I was glad too when I saw your comment.

    - Kj: Damn, K being Korean makes my national pride swell, LOL.

    - K: What national pride?

    - Kj: You're at the top right now. Doing level 2 alone, isn't that awesome? Is level 2 really difficult? I barely made it through level 1 once; when should I start level 2? Can I choose when?

    I responded without much hesitation.

    - K: There's a mana cap for entry. Probably 1,000.

    From the beginning, when sending the friend request, I planned to share some information first.

    To perhaps earn goodwill that would allow me to ask questions comfortably later.

    'It wouldn't be a problem if he has nothing to share for now.'

    Even if there wasn't anything to gain immediately, based on his actions, knowing him seemed unlikely to be a disadvantage.

    'Besides, the things I plan to tell will be naturally revealed over time.'

    Meaning they weren't particularly important or hard-to-get information.

    Instead of keeping them to myself, it was better to share and earn favor.

    That way, even if something came up later, he might share the news with me.

    - K: It seems like a means to prepare your body before moving to level 2.

    - Kj: What do you mean?

    I explained what I confirmed through repeated level 2 missions to Kj, who asked in return.

    - K: The range for graduating level 1 is 1,000 mana. At this point, your physical changes stagnate.

    - K: You can consider it like you need to perfect your body to move to level 2.

    At first, I thought it was just a feeling.

    But as there were continued no changes, I wondered if more mana was needed.

    Since usually, you need more experience points for higher levels.

    But it wasn't the case.

    Even before buying invisibility, my mana had exceeded 3,000, but my pure physical ability didn't differ significantly from when I was in the 1,000 range.

    Currently, my body was similar to a grown monstrous fox that walked on two legs.

    When using mana manipulation, I even had an advantage in strength.

    'The monster held around 80 mana.'

    The polar bear, classified as the ultimate predator, had about 20 mana.

    And an average human held mana in the low teens.

    There exists an inherent difference of 70 mana between a monstrous fox and a human.

    'To bridge that gap, 1,000 mana is needed.'

    The measure of inherent strength was patently clear.

    Considering the increasing difficulty as the mission levels rise, honestly, it was daunting.

    But I had no knowledge of a way to escape this game.

    I had no choice but to struggle and survive.

    After letting out a deep sigh, I refocused on my conversation with Kj.

    - K: It's uncertain whether there's a further transformation stage or if it completely stagnates here.

    - Kj: Wow... Honestly, I can't even imagine having 1,000 mana.

    - K: You gather it faster than you think. At 1,000, you won't die pathetically in level 2. You'll be able to face down the fox bastards.

    Though it might be hard to clear without materialization...

    - Kj: A fox? Is it a monster in level 2?

    - K: It's random. Among them, a two-legged fox bastard is one of the trickiest. You'll recognize it by its three tongues.

    - Kj: Okay, noted! Three tongues, fox monster!

    - Kj: But that's a far future thing, LOL. I'm only at 130.

    - K: I saw you completed a mission.

    - Kj: Yeah, out of 10 people, seven came back alive.

    - K: Ah, you split the mana, huh?

    - Kj: That plus purification pills... I slipped up during the tutorial. I failed at the second hyena. It was harder than the third tiger. Thinking about it still makes my hands shake.

    Sure enough, Kj was different from those who froze in fear and just watched.

    Adjusting my perception of Kj slightly upward, I asked in return.

    - K: Hyena?

    - Kj: Yeah, in the Beta test, there were lionesses and polar bears, right? Based on what's circulating in the community, the main first session's difficulty seems lower than the Beta test. The first one out was a Doberman. You? Beta?

    - K: Yup, kangal. What was the total accomplishment rate in the first session?

    - Kj: 249

    My hand flinched for a moment.

    I hadn't been overly active in the community, so I was unaware of these details.

    And there wasn't a particular reason to dig into it.

    But hearing it like this left me somewhat shocked.

    Claiming the difficulty had decreased, yet it was merely in the 200 range.

    "That's less than 3%?"

    The Beta testers were around 7% in number.

    I knew the Gamma group was a vast majority.

    But hearing the specific numbers made me momentarily speechless.

    While I was at a loss for words, Kj continued the conversation.

    - Kj: OMG, I just searched Kangal. Why is it so big? Is it really a dog?

    - K: Ever since facing it, I feel uneasy whenever I see a dog.

    - Kj: You had it tough too...

    If this continued, the conversation might drag on.

    I decided to take the lead before he could add more.

    - K: Let me ask a question now. Do you know any news related to the government?

    - Kj: Sure, sure! I'm in a party exclusively for Koreans. We have had encounters with the National Intelligence Service. Not me personally, but my party members did.

    This time, I clenched my fists tightly.

    I didn't blink once as I stared at the chat window for a moment.

    Soon, a lengthy message appeared.

    Damned System
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    - Kj: Three days ago, we gathered 10 Koreans and completed a mission for the first time, right? In that mission, 3 people died, and 3 others were seriously injured, so we called 119 and they went to the hospital immediately.

    - Kj: All of them were taken away by something called protective custody by 111. 111 is the National Intelligence Service.

    - Kj: But from the next day, no comments were coming up.

    - Kj: Just a while ago, the community updated, and I tried adding remaining codenames to my friends list from the post where we exchanged private comments, but it showed they were deceased players. Hold on, I'll capture it.

    Through custom design functions, capturing the status window, inventory, and even the community was possible.

    It was even possible to upload it to the auction tab.

    'Since the gift function has appeared, he could just send it.'

    Sure enough, a message soon appeared notifying that a gift from Kj had arrived.

    Several image files were there. I scrutinized them meticulously.

    'So the player taken by the National Intelligence Service died...'

    The death messages were for A-kka, Sleep Mask, and Lotto, these three.

    The records matched the lists on the mission completion record.

    It was true that the National Intelligence Service had been mentioned in the last comments they left.

    There was also talk that they met other players there.

    However, I couldn't just believe everything Kj said by just looking at a few images.

    'It could be a setup with the NIS.'

    There were plenty of scammers in the world.

    But if what they're saying was true?

    'I guess I should move more cautiously.'

    I was glad I decided to contact Kj.

    - Kj: I'm not sure if they did it... but for now, we collectively decided to avoid drawing attention.

    - K: Thanks for letting me know.

    - Kj: It wasn't much. Oh, by the way, do you know who's been killing animals around Gwanak District these days?

    - K: I've seen the articles. No idea who, though.

    - Kj: Must be a player, right?

    - K: Probably. The timing is too perfect.

    - Kj: Wasn't it right the day after our tutorial ended?

    - K: Yeah, thanks anyway. Could you share any information if you hear something?

    - Kj: Of course! Could you give me some tips instead? I hesitated when to ask because it might seem like I'm just trying to exploit you, but I'm too desperate to care. I really don't want to die. I'm too scared to sleep fearing I might be dragged back.

    This wasn't just a simple request for common information.

    Capturing and detailing the National Intelligence Service story meant he probably had expectations on his part too.

    Maybe saying they entered with ten and came out with seven was to earn sympathy.

    No, from the beginning, creating a codename similar to mine might have been a calculated move.

    There's a higher chance I'd notice than some unrelated word.

    'Given that he apologized right from the start of sending messages...'

    Was it an attempt to minimize antagonism and start a conversation smoothly?

    Looking back at Kj's actions, I chuckled.

    'He's not as naive as he seems.'

    Judging from his actions, he knew how to use his brain.

    The conversation I had with Kj might superficially seem like just a chat between Koreans about this game.

    But when I retraced each statement, there seemed to be subtle intent emerging.

    He might have been wary, thinking he might gain something.

    That fact wasn't particularly displeasing to me.

    I approached first because I had something I wanted too.

    Thus, there wasn't a need to hesitate.

    'If the National Intelligence Service story is true, then it'd be like receiving and escaping.'

    My hand moved easier than expected.

    - K: Do you have Mana Manipulation?

    - Kj: That 500 in the skills tab? No, I don't have enough mana yet.

    Having tried entering the mission site, he should know the patterns of monsters with Absorb and Purification.

    So, I decided to share some other information.

    - K: Don't buy it. There might be personal differences, but you can learn the skill alone.

    - Kj: ????

    The price of Mana Manipulation sold at the store was 500 mana.

    Paying that full price in the early 1-level period was quite burdensome.

    'I suppose it's to create a survival path for those without any talent.'

    For me, level 1 was the stage to build the body, too soon to use mana.

    'Probably the Fox Monster is the standard.'

    The required mana for shaping a body capable of overwhelming monsters with sheer force is 1,000.

    After creating the body, one starts properly at level 2.

    You gather skills, weapons, potions, and the like from the store.

    And then at level 3...

    'That's when the real hunting starts, probably.'

    Doesn't the simply increased number of monsters give away the answer?

    In that structure, Mana Manipulation, which could be called a basic skill, costs 500 mana.

    Given the necessity of that skill from level 1, the cost was too high.

    To me, it strongly felt like a last resort.

    'If nothing else works, just buy it and use it then.'

    Looking at the fact that skills could be learned without system assistance, the possibility was high.

    Of course, the structure of mana detection and invisibility is too complex to learn alone.

    But at least Mana Manipulation was a learnable skill.

    - K: From what I found, once you exceed 50 points, you can perceive mana. At 130, it should be enough. First, sense the mana and try moving it inside your body. Then it should appear in the skills tab.

    - K: Although the acquisition rate seems to have personal differences. Someone I know took a month to learn Mana Manipulation.

    - Kj: A month?

    - K: It might be faster if you have a related Trait, but it's possible even without one. Don't rashly think about buying using mana because it takes a long time. Don't blindly enter depending on numbers either. It's better to play safely and steadily than to waste the mana you gathered risking your life. After learning Mana Manipulation, practice the materialization stage. You'll struggle clearing Level 2 without it.

    - Kj: Materialization? What's that? Is it a skill too?

    - K: I just call it that. An auxiliary function linked with Mana Manipulation? It involves bringing mana out of the body appearing as a red haze. Think of it as increasing attack power when you overlay it on your body or weapon.

    - K: At levels 1 and 2, those are my tips.

    - Kj: ... Thanks. Really, really appreciate it.

    - K: Thanks for the National Intelligence Service story as well.

    - Kj: I'll definitely repay this favor.

    His mention of 'favor' stirred something within me.

    I pushed those feelings aside and sent a message.

    - K: Instead of repaying the favor, I'd appreciate it if you could keep my being Korean a secret.

    - Kj: Of course! I'm loyal only to you, hyung!

    He seemed smart enough not to worry too much for the time being.

    He'd keep his mouth shut to get more information from me anyway.

    I had already heard that Kj had assembled a party.

    Naturally, I had considered that when I made my statement.

    What I desired from him was not to talk about me everywhere in the community like John, just that much.

    - Kj: Love you! I'll definitely let you know if I hear about the National Intelligence Service! Just trust me!

    Yeah right, love... I answered with a bitter smile.

    Afterward, I closed the chat window, stood up, and activated invisibility.

    I put the butterfly in my pocket to detect mana and started moving between the buildings briefly.

    My expression gradually hardened.

    "Already six."

    Hidden between the alleys were more people than expected.

    Thanks to the butterfly picking up all the mana around, I couldn't unknowingly pass them by.

    A stakeout perhaps?

    After catching my breath, I activated Sense Expansion by circulating Mana Manipulation.

    With sharpened senses, I could detect things that normal humans would struggle to notice.

    "... The smell of gunpowder."

    It was the acrid smell you'd pick up after fireworks.

    I pondered. Are firearms needed to capture the animal killer?

    "If they're police, they may possess live ammunition, but..."

    It felt off, maybe because the smell of gunpowder was quite thick.

    Moreover, the number of people was too big for the scale of the incident.

    "I suppose today might be the D-day."

    It didn't matter much whose affiliation those hiding nearby belonged to.

    The fact that if the criminal intended to kill animals today, the chances of getting caught were high.

    "If it's the police, I can follow them and observe more... If it's the government or directly from the National Intelligence Service, I could find their location this time."

    Being a national intelligence agency, their address wasn't on the internet.

    It is said that they're in Naegok-dong, but having never visited, it might be a fake.

    It could not be avoided using vehicles for transfer, so I could ride on top of them and follow.

    'My mana is sufficient.'

    Only using invisibility, it was possible to maintain it for about 2 hours.

    I passed by those undercover while organizing my thoughts calmly.

    "Meowww!"

    At that moment, a high-pitched scream, sharp enough to tear, was heard in the distance.

    'A cat?'

    It was definitely a cat's cry. Apparently, the chosen animal this time was a cat.

    It was exquisite timing, as if it had been waiting for this situation.

    I could tell immediately since I heard it several times before.

    This was the final struggle a being emitted right before its death.

    I leaped, kicking off the external air conditioner installed on the building's wall.

    With just a few jumps, I reached the top of the building, and I raced along the railing.

    Soon, a large mass was caught by the mana detection. It was three to four times bigger than an ordinary human.

    No need to think too deeply. That fellow was a player.

    I was not too surprised as it was somewhat expected.

    But when I found a shadow creeping up the wall at the place where the mana led to, I almost cursed out loud.

    'Dammit.'

    Until then, I was shaken, yet had no intention of stepping forward.

    But then, the heightened sense caught a clicking sound.

    The pervasive smell of gunpowder, the sound of loading a gun, and the increasingly close mana as well.

    I clenched my teeth without realizing it.

    "I found it!"

    "On the third floor!"

    "Surround it!"

    Just then, people who emerged from the alley between buildings arrived at the scene.

    Everyone held guns in their hands.

    Who would have thought to see weapons loaded with live bullets in the middle of Seoul?

    Players seemed to have died after contact with the NIS.

    Ethan in my mind, having had to stand under gunpoint every time a mission ended due to body measurement.

    When both stories tangled, I jumped off from the rooftop and landed on an outdoor air conditioning unit protruding from the building.

    I grabbed a hold of the fellow who was climbing the wall.

    "He vanished!"

    Since I could overlay my invisibility upon contact, I quickly enveloped him with mana.

    "Mm!"

    At the same time, I covered his mouth to prevent any scream.

    By then, my insides were bubbling with rage.

    Blood-stained hands.

    Would have barely reached my solar plexus in height.

    A tender face with messy hair, not properly trimmed.

    Eyes, red and moist with tears.

    'Bloody Damned System.'

    It was a child appearing barely twelve years old or so, wearing a black hoodie covered in cat fur.

    "Don't just stay dazed, find him!"

    "He's not here!"

    "He couldn't have gone far, move!"

    Seeing those still clutching firearms, retreating without the kid wasn't an option.

    I cradled the child and left the place.
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    Chapter 25. Player (5)

    Fortunately, being close to Gwanak Mountain made it easy to hide.

    Thirty minutes had passed since escaping the hiking trail to arrive at a secluded location with no sign of human presence.

    I glared at the little kid, who was kneeling with his hands raised, with a piercing gaze.

    'This is driving me crazy.'

    I originally had no intention of getting involved so actively.

    The plan was only to observe what happened after this kid got caught.

    But multiple thoughts and circumstances overlapped, causing my body to move on its own.

    In a way, this was like a traffic accident.

    It was like seeing a child almost get hit by a car and instinctively stretching out a hand.

    It was close to a reflexive action, stepping beyond the realm of thought.

    But that didn't change the fact that I had caused a disturbance.

    'Bringing him here, now what?'

    I sighed repeatedly and rubbed my face roughly when the kid's hands started to lower bit by bit.

    "Keep them straight, alright?"

    "But, it's getting too hard..."

    Even though I wanted to believe those words, I just couldn't.

    From the level of mana I detected, the kid's mana was around 40 to 50.

    His bodily changes were in the steepest range, exceeding the physical capabilities of people who professionally trained their bodies.

    Even as a child, his physical abilities must have surpassed those of an average person.

    Holding his arms up as punishment should have been something he could easily endure.

    "You managed to catch and kill a beast right after the tutorial ended, and you're saying this is hard?"

    As soon as I pointed that out, the kid immediately stood up, glaring at me with wide eyes.

    "As expected!"

    I frowned, wondering what this brat was on about.

    "A-are you a p-player too?!"

    With a face that looked about to burst into tears, the kid crawled on his knees toward me and clung to my leg.

    Tears were already pooling in his eyes, ready to fall.

    "Please, help me! Please, save me!"

    Dragged from the water only to demand the whole bundle?

    I was about to snap and shout at him out of sheer anger when I noticed the scar on his neck.

    A scar that looked like the torn skin had healed over.

    It was similar to the scars on my side and knee.

    Seeing that, I couldn't bring myself to utter harsh words.

    The events I went through during the tutorial flashed rapidly through my mind.

    And the words Kj said started floating before my eyes.

    First, a standard guard dog, then three hyenas, and finally a tiger.

    I couldn't even begin to imagine the expressions this kid would have faced against beasts several times his size.

    My insides churned with fury.

    'This damned system.'

    I clenched my teeth to refrain from yelling as I suppressed my anger.

    After a fairly long while, I sighed and helped the trembling, tear-stained kid to his feet.

    The kid was already shaking, tears streaming down his face.

    "What were you thinking doing something like this? There's already been news articles, and the police are investigating, what do you plan to do?"

    Though I tried to hold back, my chiding voice was sharp.

    The kid hung his head low, sniffling.

    "I was just... I was just s-scared..."

    He muttered a few words and then went on to rub his hands together in a pleading gesture.

    "Heong, heong, I was so s-scared, I just wanted to p-practice..."

    From that moment, it was as if a river of tears overflowed.

    'This is maddening.'

    Right, what's the use of blaming him now?

    I had already brought this kid with me.

    Regretting wouldn't undo what's done.

    Now, I had to put aside my regrets and find a way to solve this.

    Watching the kid with a bewildered expression, I finally sighed and reached out.

    As I picked the kid up and sat him on my knee, a somewhat old memory surfaced.

    The time when I consoled the twins crying in the corner at my parents' funeral.

    'This feels filthy.'

    I placed my hand on the small back and patted it gently, just as I did that day.

    The kid began to sob his heart out, as if the whole world had left him.

    For a while, I silently comforted him.

    And only after the kid had calmed down a bit did I start asking questions.

    His name was Im Namkyu, he was twelve years old, and seemed to have grown up in a single-parent household.

    Listening more, it turned out his father was an alcoholic.

    He hardly ever came home, so they hadn't run into each other during the tutorial.

    A heavy story that weighed on my mind, but one that wouldn't resolve the current situation.

    'I can't take him with me.'

    I already had enough burdens to carry without suddenly taking responsibility for another.

    But just leaving him here wasn't an option either.

    'This is why you shouldn't meddle in other people's affairs lightly.'

    Since I was already involved, I had to find a solution.

    Otherwise, I'd toss and turn, losing sleep over it.

    'Let's think of a way.'

    Since I couldn't be fully responsible for the kid, the first thing that came to mind was a foster institution.

    But I immediately shook my head.

    With his father's issues, sending the kid to a foster care facility was fraught with complications.

    Beyond practical feasibility, there was the game to consider.

    'This kid is a player too.'

    Without a guarantee against forced summoning, adapting to this game was essential for survival.

    Meaning this kid would eventually have to undertake missions.

    'A normal foster institution won't do.'

    A place that either knew about this game or was willing to overlook it would be preferable.

    Among them, a place where the latter might make sense came to mind.

    However, it didn't seem like a particularly promising option.

    I glanced at the north, deep in thought.

    People who walked around in alleyways with guns.

    - Don't stand around, start looking!

    - They couldn't have gone far, move!

    Their response was swift when the kid unexpectedly vanished in front of them.

    Though perhaps surprised, they quickly composed themselves and zeroed in on their search.

    They regained their composure in the face of an unrealistic situation with unexpected speed.

    As if they had experienced it before.

    'I suppose it's safe to assume they know.'

    Though I didn't know who they were,

    there was a sense that they had caught on to this game.

    The trouble was, they didn't seem particularly friendly towards players.

    "Tsk."

    To make matters worse, they had seen the kid.

    Would it take them hours to scour the vicinity's CCTV footage or vehicle black box recordings?

    Would things have been easier had I whisked the kid away before they showed up?

    I tapped my forehead, lost in thought.

    Or at least, I tried to. But the grating sound of the system's notification derailed my attempt.

    [The trait ????? has been activated.]

    [The system is switching to support mode. Support target: Player Kang Hyunwoo.]

    [Commencing search.]

    [Progress: 1%]

    For a brief moment, my thoughts froze.

    'Question marks?'

    Despite the main server being activated, I couldn't have known what that trait was, so why here, now?

    While I remained frozen, the progress bar filled at an alarming speed.

    [Progress: 100%]

    [A patch for updates is underway.]

    [Progress: 1%]

    The update took barely five minutes.

    [Progress: 100%]

    [The patch has been completed.]

    [The player's achievement program is running.]

    [The player's auxiliary program (reputation and title) is running.]

    [The player's status window function is being updated.]

    [Title Bounty Hunter (Reserve) has been created.]

    [First mission accomplished! Reputation increased by 10.]

    [Direct contribution to the closure of the hole! Reputation increased by 2.]

    [First successful mission 02! Reputation increased by 20.]

    [Direct contribution to the closure of the hole! Reputation increased by 4.]

    [Direct contribution to the closure of the hole! Reputation increased by 4.]

    .......

    Once the system's third update concluded,

    HIDDEN MISSION

    「Bounty Hunting (South Korea-01)」

    Remove the player who killed a compatriot (0/1).

    - Check the target's location on the map. (Check location)

    - If the mission fails within the time limit, the bounty hunter's location will be disclosed to the target.

    「Success Rewards」

    • Reputation 10

    • Random Box (x1)

    「Time Limit」

    • 24:00:00

    A disturbing timer began to tick down.

    My expression twisted grotesquely.

    * * *

    Composing myself, the first thing I did was skim through the community.

    Though there was talk of updates, there was no mention of receiving missions.

    Upon sending messages to Kj and Ethan, concise but certain replies returned.

    - Kj: No mission, just update notifications!

    - Ethan: No, there's no mission. There are just update notifications in the message window.

    My mind became a tangled mess.

    'What's with this system suddenly yakking about a bounty?'

    Having this strange mission pop up was headache-inducing enough, but it wasn't the sole issue troubling me.

    The question mark trait that had suddenly activated felt as if it was scratching my insides raw.

    'Support mode? Search?'

    What on earth was going on? I pulled up my status window.

    Now, unlike before, new tags for titles and reputation appeared, and just like in the messages, my reputation was now 40.

    And adjacent to the problem trait with the question marks was the word "activated."

    I swallowed hard and selected the question mark trait, prompting a different event than ever before.

    「????? (Activated)」

    • Category: Trait

    • Description: You can receive system support.

    Back when the main server activated, nothing showed up, but now there was a description window.

    'Support?'

    What did system support even entail?

    I ground my teeth and revisited what just happened.

    The trait activated, followed by a message about a search commencing.

    Then the update occurred, and once finished, a bounty mission appeared out of the blue.

    A memory of something unsettling quickly surfaced as I began to feel something was off.

    'Items...'

    When I picked up spoils and a spear from the mission site, the system processed an update related to items.

    As if it knew exactly what had occurred to me.

    'Are you watching me?'

    A shiver ran down my spine, akin to being clad in utter disgust.

    'Is this bastard a voyeur?'

    Feeling as though bugs crawled over me, I scrubbed my skin roughly.

    Whoosh, Whoosh, I quickly scanned the empty surroundings with sheer disgust.

    "A-are you okay, uncle...?"

    The nervous kid rolled his eyes anxiously.

    I pressed a hand to the top of his head, trying to reassure him.

    "Just hang on a bit, I need to collect my thoughts."

    "Okay..."

    Taking deep breaths, I tried to organize my thoughts. Let's piece this together, one step at a time.

    'When I got the items, the question mark trait didn't activate.'

    Right after I picked up the items, the system automatically started the update.

    So why was it different this time?

    Search, support, bounty, these scattered and unorganized words floated in my mind.

    Then, suddenly, one hypothesis sprang forth.

    The message stating the system was conducting a search.

    'Did it search for something I didn't know about?'

    Say, when the trait is inactive, the system operates by comprehending the surrounding situations based on me.

    For instance, if there were a monitor above my head or something like that.

    I picked up the item myself.

    So if the system really was observing me, checking it directly should have been possible.

    The same should apply for the second update.

    I witnessed firsthand the commotion in the community unfold.

    Then, an update occurred that introduced code names within the community.

    For both instances, while the questionable trait remained inactive, the updates had a definitive connection to situational occurrences I had directly witnessed and experienced.

    However, for this bounty mission, the scenario surrounding a player accused of killing a compatriot, I was clueless.

    Perhaps explaining the necessity for a search, if you viewed it from that angle.

    The past two updates could perhaps be seen as merely addressing necessary points from instances I had experienced.

    'Thus, this update ought to share a similar angle.'

    What could it possibly wish to amend this time?

    'Could it be...?'

    Darting my gaze upward, I peered towards the north.

    The direction from which I brought Namkyu back, the alleyway where I encountered those individuals, Kj's story about the NIS, and the player accused of killing a compatriot.

    'The players supposedly killed at the NIS?'

    Once I started linking it together, numerous events that had been scattered disconnectedly started aligning one after another.

    Those individuals in wait to capture Namkyu today, there's a possibility they were NIS agents.

    If players were indeed killed at the NIS by a fellow player,

    "Ha!"

    An absurdity that made me chuckle escaped my lips.

    Damned system.
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    Chapter 26. Murderer (1)

    Though I was truly bewildered, I knew I couldn't afford to waste too much time.

    After all, the bounty mission had only a 24-hour time limit.

    While I lost myself in thought, it seemed Namkyu had relaxed enough to doze off, and when he was woken up, dawn was just beginning to break, painting the sky a pale blue.

    I asked for the address and headed to Namkyu's home first.

    Using mana detection, I scanned the place, but nothing unusual caught my senses.

    Judging by the cold, empty one-room apartment, it appeared that Namkyu's so-called father had also not returned the previous night.

    Taking advantage of the undisturbed setting, I cleaned the blood off Namkyu and changed his clothes before taking him out again.

    Our final destination was a motel quite far from Gwanak District.

    I handed a few 50,000 won bills to Namkyu and earnestly instructed him.

    "Use this to order some delivery food and stay put. I'll contact you by tomorrow or the day after at the latest. Don't talk to anyone about the game."

    Even though I spoke while cloaked in invisibility, Namkyu, with his swollen eyes, obediently agreed.

    "Yes...."

    After a brief hesitation, I added Namkyu's codename as a friend.

    Since Namkyu didn't have a cellphone, there was no other choice. Even if he had one, it was better to handle it this way than to leave my own number.

    Because of the chaos from failing the third tutorial, Namkyu's codename was simply his real name.

    "Get inside now."

    Namkyu, as if he had something more to say, moved his lips but ultimately turned with a gloomy expression.

    I watched until Namkyu entered the motel before moving on.

    Namkyu's clothes had been stained with blood, so public transportation was not an option.

    Therefore, I walked while remaining invisible.

    Now it was time to check the parts I had yet to confirm.

    Title and reputation.

    「Title」

    • Description: Players can earn titles by their performances, each providing different system supports.

    「Bounty Hunter (Reserve-Activated)」

    • Description: A title given to players who complete bounty hunter missions. It activates automatically when starting a bounty hunter mission.

    • Effect: Randomly absorbs one of the target's skills.

    "Absorb a skill?"

    When I confirmed the effect of my title, I was genuinely surprised.

    It meant I would definitely secure one of the target's skills.

    Even with the randomness, it was an impressive effect.

    "This is..."

    Imagine if a player at my level became the target of a bounty mission.

    I possessed four skills.

    With this title, I could absorb at least one of them.

    Depending on the opponent's skills, I could obtain skills worth thousands or even tens of thousands of mana.

    Moreover, the target's mana itself would also be absorbed by default.

    Though not explicitly stated, the target being a player also meant they were a living being.

    My fascination at the concept of the Bounty Hunter title was clear as I reviewed the reputation tab next.

    「Reputation」

    • Description: Gain recognition for accomplishments acknowledged by the system. Accumulate reputation to receive benefits like shop discounts and increased rewards.

    (View Accomplishment List)

    (View Reputation Ranking)

    Two buttons blinked at the bottom of the description, seemingly enticing a click, but they didn't catch my eye.

    My gaze fixed on a single word after a new window appeared.

    "Discount?"

    I was more astounded than when reading the title's description.

    In this game, I had to purchase skills and equipment using mana I painstakingly accumulated.

    I had cursed it many times before.

    Even a few days ago, buying the invisibility skill had made my hands tremble from wasting mana.

    But to receive a discount? I couldn't help but reread the description of reputation over and over again.

    The discount rate seemed to vary based on the amount of reputation.

    At my current level, it was 1%.

    When I opened the shop window, the price of every item was marked down by 1% in red text.

    It was a revelation that made hoarding reputation worthwhile.

    "The more reputation I gather, the more mana I save."

    I felt a shivering thrill run down my spine and took a deep breath.

    It was good to have a means to utilize the shop other than mana.

    However, it wasn't all positive news.

    Despite the enticing reward for the bounty mission, I didn't feel inclined to accept it.

    "Killing one of our own..."

    The mission's content was far too explicit.

    "It's telling me to kill a person."

    An instinctive aversion to murder began to rise.

    Yet, it was difficult to outright abandon the mission due to the implications.

    "Unlike hunting missions, failing this one carries penalties."

    If I didn't undertake this mission and the time limit expired...

    There was a clause that stated the bounty hunter's whereabouts would be revealed to the target.

    Would a player aware of my presence hesitate like I did?

    If they had already killed someone, as the mission suggested?

    As always, my head started to throb.

    Just as I was pondering where to start with this dilemma, my phone vibrated. The caller was Jinwoo.

    "Oh, no."

    That's when I realized I had spent the entire night outside.

    I had sent a message the previous night saying I'd be late, but in reality, I hadn't come home at all.

    I sighed deeply and moved to a place where I thought there wouldn't be any CCTV.

    And then, releasing my invisibility, I answered the call.

    "Are you already up?"

    「Where are you?」

    Before answering, I checked the time: 5:03 a.m.

    Under normal circumstances, my siblings would be sleeping, and I would be getting ready for work.

    I decided to bluff a bit since I had left early.

    "I left early, had some things to do."

    「Sigh...」

    I heard Jinwoo's heavy sigh over the phone.

    "Why the sigh?"

    「You're lying.」

    And then my voice turned sharp, almost as if demanding an explanation.

    "What?"

    「I know you didn't come home yesterday. Yeonwoo and I took turns waiting for you.」

    Being caught in a lie made Hyunwoo's shoulder involuntarily twitch.

    But I couldn't very well explain what had happened the night before.

    "Why did you wait? Next time just go to sleep."

    「How could we? Isn't it okay for us to worry about you as we please?」

    "It's not like that..."

    「Aren't you acting strange lately? Something's going on, right? What is it?」

    "Nothing."

    As I couldn't offer a detailed explanation, vague answers were my best bet.

    "Don't worry, it's nothing."

    「How can I not worry? What kind of thing would have you staying out all night without saying a word?」

    "I sent a message saying I'd be late..."

    「Being late and staying out all night are the same?!」

    Jinwoo's raised voice made him hold the phone away from my ear.

    'He rarely raises his voice like that!'

    I mused anxiously.

    Talking about the game was the last thing on my mind for them, so I decided to act casual.

    "Stop yelling, are you nagging me for staying out?"

    「What did orabeoni say? Is he going to explain?」

    Yeonwoo's chirpy voice chimed in from the background.

    「Come on, stay out of this. Seriously, what's going on? What did you do all night?」

    Judging from Jinwoo's determination, I'd be in for it once I got home as well.

    Taking a deep breath, I spoke firmly.

    "I'm past the age for nagging about staying out, I have my own business. Stop prying and let it go. Nothing happened that you need to worry about."

    My words were meant to deter Jinwoo and Yeonwoo from asking more questions later.

    「Business?」

    I never expected this would lead to misunderstandings.

    「Do you have a girlfriend?」

    *Cough, cough!*

    The unexpected comment made him choke. I had to cough violently for a while.

    During that time, Yeonwoo's voice shrieked excitedly on the other end.

    「Orabang has a girlfriend? Who is she? Is she pretty? How long have you been seeing her? When will you introduce her to us?」

    Just as I was about to protest, my words were caught in my throat.

    'If I say no?'

    They'd circle back to stay out and start questioning what I was actually doing.

    "Well, if you figured it out, just let it go from now on."

    In the end, I trembled as I told the lie.

    "Don't pry and just go back to sleep."

    「I'll just get ready. I can sleep early tonight.」

    "Do that, then."

    「When will we meet her...?」

    "We're not at that stage yet, so please stop asking!"

    The thought of having to further the nonexistent girlfriend story chilled me.

    「You're mean, really mean! I want to meet my sister-in-law too! Kang Hyunwoo, guarantee an introduction!」

    Yeonwoo was already protesting. Feeling the heat, I hastily interjected.

    "You talk Yeonwoo down, I'm hanging up!"

    I ended the call and rapidly tapped the end call button.

    It felt like a storm had passed.

    It was true what they said about lies begetting more lies.

    I knocked my head against the wall, letting out an endless sigh.

    All the while, the timer for the bounty mission continued to run its course.

    "First, I need to find out what's going on."

    I had to understand why the mission included the words 'killing one of our own'.

    For that, I needed a means of contact...

    I opened a portal site app on my phone to search.

    "Wonder if it still exists."

    Recalling using it multiple times as a kid, I hoped it was still around.

    Slightly skeptical, I began the search and soon results poured in.

    * * *

    9 a.m.

    The office, empty due to early morning meetings, began ringing with phone calls.

    "This is the National Security Division, second Team, Kam Jiwon speaking."

    The newcomer Kam Jiwon, still showing traces of her rookie status, answered briskly.

    "I mentioned having something to say about the game, and they put me through to you."

    A slightly deep and calm male voice came through the receiver.

    Kam Jiwon's body flinched.

    "I wish to speak directly with the person in charge."

    Just days ago, this could have been dismissed as a prank call.

    But now, much had changed.

    Instructions had already been given to those handling external calls.

    Though details remained classified, terms like 'game' or 'player' had to be directed to the National Security Division.

    Recalling the incident from two or three days prior, Kam Jiwon took a deep breath and said,

    "May I begin by confirming your identity?"

    "I don't intend to share my name, but I'm a player. Put me through to the person in charge."

    "For more accurate reporting, we need identification..."

    "I said I wouldn't. I'm calling from a payphone, so don't waste my time or I'll hang up."

    Attempting to trace the caller, Kam Jiwon clenched her eyes shut and responded,

    "... Please hold the line."

    Switching the call to standby, she got up and rushed into the meeting room.

    Unlike the deserted office, the room was packed with the team leader and agents.

    As their attention fixed on Kam Jiwon, still bearing a nervous expression, she quickly conveyed her message.

    "Team Leader, a call from someone claiming to be a player has come in. They specifically mentioned the game. What should we do?"

    "... Location?"

    "He threatened to hang up unless the call was transferred. He says it's a payphone."

    "... Once the location is confirmed, dispatch personnel immediately and transfer the call to the meeting room."

    As Kam Jiwon returned to her station, the 40-something-year-old man, known as the team leader, gave instructions calmly.

    "Record the conversation and check for any identifiable information. Team Leader Han Seokjun will listen in as well."

    "Yes, team Leader."

    The agents, previously engrossed in their meeting, sprang into action.

    Soon, a phone on one side of the conference table began ringing.

    Exchanging glances with Han Seokjun, a man gestured with my head.

    One, two, three.

    Simultaneously, I picked up the handset and greeted the person on the other end.

    "Hello, this is Yang Jochul, head of the National Security Division."

    "I'm a player."

    The voice was calm, void of any trembling.

    From that simple fact, several deductions could already be made.
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    Chapter 27. Murderer (2)

    'Calm.'

    For someone caught in a sudden, unrealistic situation, his demeanor was remarkably composed. Such audacity to contact him first showed he was very daring.

    Yang Jochul assessed the man on the other end of the line and responded calmly.

    "May I know your name?"

    「Let's take our time with introductions. It's best to be sure we're both safe.」

    His opening remark left a strong impression. Yang Jochul decided not to provoke or rush the man.

    There was no benefit in agitating someone who seemed rational enough for conversation.

    'He is someone stepping out of the realm of ordinary.'

    Yang Jochul resolved to handle this man with greater caution.

    "That seems like a good idea."

    「I have a few questions. Can I expect answers?」

    "If it is something within my ability to answer, of course."

    「Yesterday, Gwanak District, was it your side?」

    Yang Jochul's shoulders tensed for a moment, but he soon replied calmly as though nothing had happened.

    "Yes, were you involved?"

    「With all the CCTV and dash cams around, it won't be long before someone pieces it together.」

    "... It was a child."

    「You brought firearms.」

    "To prepare for any eventuality."

    「So, it wasn't your intention to kill from the start?」

    Yang Jochul's brow furrowed slightly at the seemingly sarcastic tone. However, he understood that beneath the apparent provocation lay a call for clarity.

    'If he was sure our intention was to kill, he wouldn't have reached out first.'

    Thus, the probing question was more of a push for a clear statement. Yang Jochul replied in a calm yet firm voice.

    "We recognize the risks but have no intention of indiscriminately killing our citizens. We exist for national security."

    「It sounds like, if players threaten national security, you would kill them.」

    "Conversely, if there's no threat, it means we would strive more than anyone to protect the lives of our players who are citizens."

    「That's reassuring. So what do you plan to do about the child you lost yesterday? Do you know his name? His residence?」

    Yang Jochul narrowed his eyes slightly, pondering the man's intent behind these questions.

    The child going around killing animals was likely a player. And the person identifying as a player today seemed concerned about that child.

    'Is he trying to protect him?'

    After a brief contemplation and reaching a plausible conclusion, Yang Jochul spoke in the gentlest tone possible.

    "I can't disclose details of the investigation, but we don't intend to harm the child right now. Do you know where the child is?"

    「For now, he's in a place your side won't easily find.」

    "Please believe us when we say we are focusing on his protection, not his capture. If you'd also identify yourself..."

    「I've heard too many grim things to trust that statement outright.」

    "What do you mean by that?"

    「I heard the players your side took three days ago ended up dead.」

    Yang Jochul's eyebrow twitched before the man on the line finished speaking.

    The thought of the tragedy three days ago involuntarily tightened his jaw. However, now was not the time to dwell on it.

    Pushing his turmoil down, Yang Jochul reflected on what he just heard.

    'I anticipated such rumors among players.'

    Luckily, this man used the word 'dead' rather than 'killed', indicating a different meaning.

    This suggested room for explanation.

    "It seems you're not suggesting that we did it."

    「The issue is too important to conclude based on one side's story.」

    The attempt to objectively grasp the situation was a good sign. Yang Jochul continued his explanation calmly.

    "It's hard to say there was no negligence on our part, but we did not directly intervene."

    「Another player's doing?」

    Before he could say much, the man on the line had already guessed correctly. Yang Jochul's reply came with a slight delay.

    "... Yes."

    「Can you prove it?」

    "There are remaining CCTV recordings from the time the incident happened."

    「I'd like to see them, if possible.」

    "We are, of course, willing to provide it to gain your trust. How would you like us to deliver it?"

    「Let me know the location and time, and I'll come to collect it.」

    He hadn't revealed his name, indicating his reluctance to expose his identity, yet the man wanted to collect it himself. Yang Jochul tried to interpret the unnamed player's words.

    "Does that mean we should leave it at the agreed location and withdraw?"

    「Are you willing to do that?」

    Even if he said yes, the man seemed not to trust it.

    「No need to test me while planning to station people everywhere.」

    Clearly, the man identifying as a player didn't yet trust them. Pondering over how to respond, Han Seokjun gestured to Yang Jochul.

    'Dispatch.'

    It was a signal that they had finished tracing and agents were headed to the location.

    'Five minutes.'

    Emergency personnel were stationed across the country in preparation for such occasions. Consequently, it required less time than expected.

    'Five minutes should suffice. I need to buy a little more time.'

    Understanding Han Seokjun's signal, Yang Jochul nodded and spoke.

    "I just wanted to confirm how exactly you wish for us to deliver it."

    「Let's say so. Does preparing the materials take long?」

    "There are quite a few procedures to go through for external release."

    「Ah, civil servants.」

    "Thank you for your understanding."

    「So, the exact time required is?」

    "... It should take about two hours."

    「I was about to hang up if you said longer.」

    There was a slight note of amusement in the man's voice.

    'Indeed, bold.'

    To make light of things while speaking to a group representing public authority. Yang Jochul was intrigued by this unseen player.

    Yet curiosity had to wait. The man continued speaking and was determining the time and place for their meeting.

    He didn't stop there and meticulously conveyed future action guidelines. Yang Jochul echoed back whatever the man stated, each time confirming its accuracy.

    It was a ploy to stall for more time.

    「Since we're talking trust, I expect no tricks like location tracking. See you later then.」

    "Wait, how will you contact us afterward?"

    「Hmm...」

    The man remained silent for a while. But soon, there was a soft chuckle from across the line.

    Just then, Han Seokjun gestured towards Yang Jochul once more.

    'Arriving soon.'

    Yang Jochul held his breath unconsciously.

    「Well, better to know than to not. Just give me a direct number for the squad leader.」

    "Understood."

    When he relayed his official phone number, a calm voice continued over the receiver.

    「Let us understand each other's caution. Just like your armed reaction yesterday was understandable, it's hard for me to blindly trust those with governmental authority.」

    "I understand."

    There was no wrong in that. Yang Jochul felt a chill whenever he contemplated the players.

    He had witnessed the calamity firsthand, after all. The person he had spoken to likely felt the same, having heard about the tragedy.

    「I'm relieved.」

    Of course, understanding didn't mean unconditional acceptance of every demand.

    His side existed to maintain national security and social order. Control and precautions were necessary.

    Identifying the players was the very beginning of that process.

    Therefore, Yang Jochul intended to stall a little longer, enough for the approaching agents to arrive.

    "Within reason, we are flexible. We wish to be cautious, not oppressive."

    But there was no response.

    "Hello?"

    He tried calling out repeatedly, but silence was his only companion.

    At that moment, Han Seokjun answered his muted phone and shook his head at Yang Jochul.

    "Tsk."

    Yang Jochul clicked his tongue, understanding what that meant.

    "Squad leader."

    The voice of a field agent came over the receiver.

    The man had left before the agents arrived.

    "Secure CCTV from nearby stores and vehicle dash cams. He couldn't have gone far while conversing with me."

    "Understood."

    The call ended soon after. Yang Jochul signaled Han Seokjun and added,

    "Send an investigator for any possible fingerprints."

    "Yes, squad leader."

    Until then, Yang Jochul thought they would soon find the unnamed player. However, upon watching the CCTV footage from a nearby convenience store, he realized how naive that was.

    The phone receiver had slid along by itself and nestled back on the cradle, alone in an empty space. The dial had turned to number 1 three times over.

    That's all the camera captured when the field agent arrived. Even though they had traced the call to that payphone, the booth was empty.

    Yang Jochul pressed his fingers to his aching temples and closed his eyes. Seeing the face of the man he had spoken to seemed increasingly unlikely.

    * * *

    While my siblings were at school, I changed clothes and emerged. I handwashed them myself in case any bloodstains were noticed.

    With such preparations done, the morning had already flown by. It was now 11:50 a.m.

    I had arrived at a large franchise cafe in Gangnam. It was where I was supposed to meet Squad Leader Yang Jochul.

    "Or rather, 'meet' is not accurate."

    I had no intention of showing myself to them. Having arrived earlier than planned, I used invisibility to case the surroundings.

    "One, two, three... I spot five for now."

    The way they stood, moved, and observed subtly differed from ordinary people. Among them, one was someone I'd seen last night while escaping with Namkyu.

    Five visible to my eyes, but it wouldn't be surprising if others were more concealed.

    There was a simple reason for choosing such a crowded place.

    "In a place like this, they can't just pull out guns."

    There were far too many civilians around.

    Instead of heading straight in, I scanned through the cafe interior while waiting.

    After ten minutes, at the appointed time, I noticed a person at the window abruptly stand.

    He raised both hands high and placed something from his pocket onto the table before sitting back down. It was exactly what we had prearranged.

    "That's Squad Leader Yang Jochul."

    His appearance was sharp, with a solid build. Early to mid-40s, at a guess. Once confirmed, I followed behind a patron entering the cafe and hurried through the automatic door.

    I had no intent to stall further.

    By now, they must suspect my ability to turn invisible.

    "They must have checked the CCTV around the payphone."

    After maneuvering past the incoming mana signatures and leaving the scene, I saw some entering nearby shops or interacting with parked car owners.

    Given the circumstances, they would quickly infer if something unrealistic occurred.

    Simply concealing my face while using abilities posed no issue. The group knew of this twisted game. Any extraordinary situation would be easily traceable.

    By the same token, it didn't matter if they deduced I was K.

    'The point is ensuring they don't realize I'm Kang Hyunwoo.'

    Despite invisibility, my presence was undeniable as I walked towards Squad Leader Yang Jochul.

    He flinched as if hearing my footsteps. I tapped lightly on the table while observing him closely.

  
    Chapter 28

    Chapter 28. Murderer (3)

    Knock, knock.

    Squad leader Yang Jochul swallowed as he gazed at the USB on the table.

    "Are you here?"

    "As you heard."

    Since they had already spoken on the phone, he could recognize the voice.

    Under the table, Yang Jochul's hands, which were neatly placed on his knees, were tightly clenched.

    "As I repeatedly mentioned, we have no intention to unconditionally suppress the players."

    He spoke with a calm yet powerful voice, just like during the phone call.

    I observed him and responded.

    "But you are still cautious."

    "That's..."

    "I must have told you to understand each other."

    I repeated my words from the phone conversation.

    "If we agreed to understand each other's position, you should also understand when I act a bit troublesome."

    "... I understand."

    "I feel the same. Even if there are shenanigans here, I'm not planning to get angry."

    I said this as I deliberately nudged the USB on the table.

    Yang Jochul watched the USB slightly move on the table on its own and answered.

    "Having previously mentioned trust, there's no need to worry about that part."

    "Do you think I will believe that statement?"

    When I added, "I am very skeptical!"

    Yang Jochul sighed deeply.

    Although I warned against tampering with the USB, believing it is hard because there is no trust between us.

    Who knows if they would talk about trust while pointing a gun?

    "I'm warning you just in case, don't try anything clumsy."

    As a warning, I grabbed the corner of the table and applied force with my hand.

    "Then, I must respond defensively."

    With a cracking sound, a piece of wood broke off, causing Yang Jochul's expression to harden sternly.

    "If you judge a player by the standard of common sense, something big will happen."

    I tossed the broken corner of the table and picked up the USB, speaking.

    "I apologize for the first meeting, but please handle the compensation on your own. Then, I shall take my leave."

    "... I will be waiting for your contact."

    There were no miracles chasing after me as I turned my body and left.

    But it was still too early to feel relieved.

    'Now I need to check if there is a location tracker on this.'

    It would be a troublesome task and would take quite some time.

    If I could hide my identity information, then any tedious task would be bearable.

    * * *

    Apparently, the talk of trust was not entirely a lie.

    Neither Yang Jochul nor the National Intelligence Service did anything to the USB.

    After wandering around for over four hours and connecting the USB to PCs in three different internet cafés, I played the contents without feeling any trace following me.

    'Still, just in case.'

    I'm not a specialist, and being cautious won't do any harm.

    That's why I made sure to cover the camera every time I visited an internet café.

    Even as I sat to thoroughly check the contents of the USB now, I did the same.

    Heading towards the most secluded spot, I paid attention to the CCTV and wrapped my mask and hat more carefully.

    'It's already 5 PM.'

    When I connected the USB and opened the folder, the scene I had seen several times greeted me.

    A text file, one video file, and a folder titled 'original video'.

    Playing the video brought up white text on a black background.

    "Please check the notepad file first."

    I had already confirmed this information while moving around the other internet cafés.

    I skimmed through the text file that I had only opened but never read before.

    "The original video is separately stored in a folder, and the integrated video connects sequentially the surveillance footage to help you understand the context of the incident."

    The content was neither long nor short.

    "The audio uses radio communications and recordings of the agents present at the scene and the transcripts from the interviews."

    I read it thoroughly.

    "We appreciate your attempt to understand the incident objectively despite having received unpleasant news and express our position more clearly here."

    The file detailed what support the National Intelligence Service planned concerning this game.

    It included how they intended to protect and monitor players and how they viewed the situation.

    After understanding the contents, I put on headphones and started playing the video.

    The scene shown first appeared to be a detention center at a police station.

    'I guess they have a body cam or something.'

    The perspective was at about shoulder height.

    Soon, two men in suits appeared on video leading out a man.

    Captions at the bottom of the video displayed a date.

    「June 13, 11:34 AM, First player contact.」

    This was the day of the second tutorial for the first batch of players.

    「Player 1, Han Changshik, 32 years old, residing in Daerim.」

    「Presumed to have undergone the second tutorial while detained for causing a disturbance at a bar on the night of the 12th.」

    「Transferred from the National Police Agency to the National Intelligence Service.」

    Reading the brief information about the unfamiliar player, the scene changed.

    'Is this the NIS?'

    My eyes narrowed. Han Changshik's accent was unfamiliar.

    'A Joseonjok?'

    I'd heard it occasionally on the news or in movies, but it wasn't familiar to my ears.

    「Yes, please proceed this way.」

    An agent, appearing to be from the National Intelligence Service, led Han Changshik.

    Then they continued the conversation in what appeared to be an interrogation room.

    Everything was information I already knew. It was related to the game.

    I listened attentively to all the contents with patience.

    In the next scene, the Joseonjok man who was alone in the room disappeared.

    「June 18th, 6:00 AM, third tutorial summon confirmed.」

    「Collaboration requests sent to police stations and hospitals nationwide. Requesting reports if any patients are found with bloodstains or unexplained injuries.」

    Next, footage assumed to be from a hospital's CCTV was shown.

    「June 21, 8:06 PM, reports received on three individuals hospitalized with unexplained serious injuries in Seoul, Ilsan, and Daejeon. Personnel dispatched.」

    This was the same date KJ's party conducted their mission.

    So, those three hospitalized must have been players in the same party as him.

    「Player 2 Yang Baejun will arrive soon. Medical personnel, please standby.」

    「Arrival confirmed. Starting transfer.」

    A person was brought inside the building on a mobile stretcher that might be equipped with an ambulance.

    People stood around that individual, seemingly guarding them, wearing suits.

    This scene repeated three times. Yang Baejun, Yeo Jurim, Kim Taehwan.

    They were all transferred to the same location.

    「The immediate medical procedures that could be done at the hospital are completed.」

    The doctor, who examined the players' conditions, continued.

    「All patients are conscious. We have yet to observe any negative signs hindering recovery.」

    The next scene appeared to be a place resembling an interrogation room.

    Two people were sitting there.

    Han Changshik, wearing ordinary pants and a T-shirt, and a man in a suit with a laptop.

    「Can I meet them?」

    「Hmm? Are you curious?」

    「Of course, they say they're like me. Did they also catch a tiger?」

    「They've sustained serious injuries, so we haven't had a chance to discuss game-related matters yet. As you're curious, I'll ask them and get back to you.」

    Afterward, there was a video of asking the players in the hospital about their willingness to meet.

    「Since you came here directly after the second tutorial, the player is curious about others in the same situation. Would you like to meet?」

    「No harm in it.」

    「They're reportedly Joseonjok, is it not dangerous?」

    「Will we be caught just like that? We're players too.」

    「We plan to have an agent accompany you as a precaution.」

    「That sounds good. I'm for it. Such a person might be necessary. We didn't even know how to handle a weapon.」

    「So, it's decided then!」

    「Okay.」

    「When can we meet?」

    「If you're okay with it, we can bring him over this afternoon.」

    There was hardly any palpable tension in the video or dialogue seen so far.

    It felt respectful even when dealing with Yang Baejun, not just Han Changshik.

    This meant that, at this time, the National Intelligence Service was not that cautious about players.

    Problems began when Han Changshik arrived at the hospital room where the three players were present.

    Kim Taehwan, who was hesitant to meet him as a Joseonjok, had perhaps fallen asleep, as he lay in bed.

    Instead, the other two actively engaged in conversation with Han Changshik.

    「You've already completed a mission?」

    「Yes, nearly died there.」

    「The mission seems dangerous then?」

    「I can't deny it. Three people died.」

    As Han Changshik stared intently at the bittersweet voice of Yang Baejun, he uncrossed his arms and asked with a more serious expression.

    「Are you gathering mana there? How much do you earn per round?」

    「Not sure, but it seemed each entity provided about 40 or 50 mana. It's absorbed, divided by the number of party members.」

    「That's quite a lot, then.」

    「Not necessarily. We have to buy purification pills.」

    「Purification pills? Ah, so you need those at the bottom?」

    「Pardon?」

    「Nothing, thank you for sharing.」

    The incident occurred while the conversation about mana was ongoing.

    Immediately after thanking him, when Han Changshik uncrossed his arms.

    A dagger was in his hand.

    Han Changshik attacked Yeo Jurim beside him and slit her throat halfway.

    Blood splattered across the hospital room starting from that moment.

    「Emergency, emergency! No.1 has started causing a disturbance!」

    「Team leader! Permission to fire... Ugh!」

    The next victim after Yeo Jurim was the National Intelligence Service employees who had accompanied Han Changshik to the hospital room.

    Han Changshik swung his dagger before they could draw their weapons.

    He then retrieved the firearm from the lifeless bodies of the two agents he easily killed.

    Bang! Bang!

    'You bastard! Kim Taehwan, wake up!'

    Clutching his abdomen, Yang Baejun barely managed to flip the bed to create a makeshift barrier.

    Perhaps the jolt from moving so quickly reopened his wound, as blood seeped from his belly.

    While Yang Baejun retreated, Han Changshik killed the doctor and nurse.

    The fourth victim was Kim Taehwan, seemingly groggy and unable to wake properly.

    He was butchered by the dagger without ever leaving the bed.

    Yang Baejun seemed to hold out briefly after quickly hiding behind the bed.

    Yet, in the end, he was shot and killed.

    As personnel rushed into the hospital room.

    Han Changshik's image firing shots while running down the hallway.

    The sight of people collapsing, bleeding.

    The backside of Han Changshik breaking the window and leaping out.

    The scenes swiftly passed, up to vehicles from the National Intelligence Service chasing him.

    [On June 22nd around 2 PM, 3 players, 3 medical staff, and 8 agents died.]

    [As of June 25th, 10 AM, Han Changshik's whereabouts are unknown.]

    With that, the video ended.

    I had been clenching my teeth for quite a while and rubbed my face roughly with both hands.

    'Dammit.'

    Given this incident, it was only natural they appeared armed last night.

    The first step between the Korean Government and the players was entirely misplaced from the get-go.

    Burying my face in my hands, silently cursing to myself, I checked the original video with a complex expression.

    All metadata of the video files matched the dates shown in the captions.

    "Damn it..."

    After watching the video, I was sure why the system had given me the bounty mission.

    The system wanted the Intelligence Service to resolve the incident caused by players.

    It implied I should fix the ill-fitted button.

    That not only are there murderous players but also cooperative ones.

    'If this works out, they might not view Namkyu with absolute hostility or suppress him, so I might be able to entrust him to them.'

    The operations manager Yang Jochul, whom I met directly, seemed to try to maintain neutrality as much as possible.

    He acknowledged the danger of players, but he did not seem like someone who would act with hostility outright.

    By helping with this issue and showing a friendly attitude, it would help reduce hostility towards players.

    The system's expected intention was quite blatant.

    Yet, even finding a way didn't make me happy at all.

    "Why is the system throwing this kind of mission at me, damn it..."

    As always, a surge of curses towards the system's conduct welled up.

    There was no denying the efficiency of the method proposed by the system.

    Nevertheless, I found it hard to move.

    I stared blankly at the decreasing timer in the mission window.

    Suddenly, the digit on the left changed.

    'Now 9 hours and 59 minutes.'

    I took a deep breath and steeled myself.

    'There's no escaping this mission.'

    In about 10 hours, my location would be notified to Han Changshik.

    There was no guarantee this bounty mission would remain by then.

    In the worst case, I might be unaware of Han Changshik's location while mine is exposed.

    'That can't happen.'

    I couldn't let that lunatic come near me.

    The twins or the Seo family might end up just like the people in the video.

    My steps out of the cybercafe, after pulling out the USB, were faster than usual.

    Damned System

    TL's Corner:

    Joseonjok - Korean living in China.

  
    Chapter 29

    Chapter 29. Murderer (4)

    Kim Yul stood in front of the mirror, gazing at the large scar remaining on his back.

    The wound, inflicted by a monster's claw and deep enough to expose bone, had almost completely healed.

    Such recovery speed was impossible for an ordinary person. Perhaps it was due to experiencing so many unrealistic situations that he was no longer surprised.

    After putting on his shirt again, Kim Yul picked up his phone.

    "Thirteen missed calls..."

    It seemed that staff from his agency and team members had called. It was only natural, considering he ran away right after being confirmed for debut.

    With a complicated expression as he looked at the call list, he left the room without making any calls.

    Beyond one door lay a space too vast for one person. Crossing the area, with not a hint of human presence, led him to the kitchen.

    On the dining table, food prepared by a housekeeper was neatly arranged. Kim Yul began his breakfast and lunch with it. As he took a bite, he muttered softly, "Community".

    It wasn't just his phone that accumulated messages while he slept. The Korean-only party members were exchanging light conversations.

    - Kj : I'm awake!

    - Yokai: Oh, jun, you woke up?

    - Macaron: Good morning. Last to wake is Mint.

    - Best in the World: Our new player. Kimchi.

    - Kimchi Manse: Hello.

    - Kj : Ooh! Hello, hello. You're sure you didn't get caught by 111, right?

    - Bunny Girl: Yup, I checked everyone.

    Three from the mission area, three from the intelligence agency. The party, which had dwindled to four after losing six members, had managed to gain two more players in recent days, bringing the total back to six.

    "Sigh!"

    He couldn't help but let out a small laugh while conversing with them during his meal.

    'I seem so natural with this now, don't I?'

    Talking into the air and accepting it as normal—it was preposterous.

    'How did it come to this?'

    Kim Yul recalled the past. Exactly three weeks ago, he experienced his first tutorial in the idol trainee dormitory.

    Fortunately, it was the early hours with everyone exhausted and asleep, giving him ample time to erase any traces.

    But seeing the "1/3" on the mission screen gave him a bad feeling, compelling him to hastily flee the dorm.

    With debut just around the corner, he couldn't utter nonsense about games or systems. Being seen drenched in blood would have been bothersome too.

    'Being dragged to the police station for staying at the dorm would have been worse, right?'

    At the time, the best option was to avoid people's eyes. If any strange rumors arose, he would undoubtedly be excluded from the debut team.

    His family home was a place with minimal human traffic, perfect for hiding. His father had settled down with a young woman.

    His stepmother was busy managing a company branch abroad. His half-siblings, as newcomers to society, had each moved to studio apartments near their workplaces.

    Thanks to this, the spacious house in the heart of Seoul was entirely Kim Yul's domain. However, he couldn't continue like this.

    'Initially, they seemed to see it as a simple runaway and gave me time.'

    Yet as the hiatus prolonged, the agency began to urge him. The missed calls were evidence of that.

    If he kept his head down, the debut, which he finally secured, would be canceled.

    'In a situation where I might be dragged away at any moment, I can't be leisurely practicing either.'

    With the debut looming so closely, things were twisted in the most peculiar way. Kim Yul sighed heavily, ruffling his hair.

    'I wanted to succeed and crush the Kim family.'

    It was a common story: a prosecutor-turned-politician father who exerted power, an illegitimate child born outside, a stepmother's coldness, and the abuse from half-siblings.

    The one reason Kim Yul endured a past full of misery was simple.

    To rise to a place where the Kim family couldn't even dare to look. To repay all the resentment he had endured by achieving success with absolute determination.

    But suddenly, out of nowhere, a game intervened in his life, ruining everything.

    The community window and chat box that appeared right in front of him were evidence that the past three weeks were not a delusion.

    This insane game was an unwanted guest that invaded Kim Yul's life. The problem was, however, that he couldn't ignore this unwelcome guest because it was driving him crazy.

    If he was dragged away like during the tutorial, he would die.

    'I didn't endure in this wretched house to die like this.'

    Gritting his teeth in anger, Kim Yul glared at the empty air. He did not want to die uselessly because of this irritating guest.

    Before he gave the Kim family a piece of his mind, he couldn't die. That's why he hurriedly composed himself and started the mission.

    All for the singular purpose of wanting to live. His guts churned at the thought of losing the debut opportunity, but for now, his life was more valuable, wasn't it?

    "Ugh, damn..."

    Halfway through a curse, Kim Yul continued his breakfast laboriously.

    Even after the first son and second son of the Kim family had kicked him, he would forcefully shove his face onto the dining table and eat.

    Not dead nor sure of dying, he couldn't afford to miss a meal just for that.

    'I need to eat.'

    That's how his head would function and his body wouldn't tire. This was the way of survival for Kim Yul, who had lived 17 years without a single ally.

    Finishing his meal, Kim Yul returned to his room, feeling the empty space of the house emphasizing its vastness.

    Throwing himself onto the bed, Kim Yul took a deep breath and tried to feel mana, but even after focusing on sensing it all day, the results eluded him.

    It was the same as when he briefly attempted it the night before.

    "Argh!"

    Eventually, Kim Yul kicked the bed in frustration.

    'That guy wasn't lying, right?'

    He bit his lip, pacing the room.

    'What if it's just nonsense to eliminate competitors?'

    It hadn't even been a full day since he started this effort, but anxiety gnawed at him.

    His party was postponing the additional mission because of the information received from K.

    If the story about Mana Manipulation was all a lie, then he would be wasting time. If he were dragged to an unfamiliar space while asleep, like during the tutorial...

    For a while, Kim Yul continued to pace and fret until a new message arrived, causing him to flinch.

    - K: What are you doing?

    The new message signaled the continuation of the chat that had begun the previous night. Narrowing his eyes, Kim Yul checked the chat window and quickly replied.

    - Kj: Practicing Mana Manipulation at home... can't find any signal. Boohoo, I'm shedding tears.

    - K: Where's your home? Can we meet briefly?

    "What?"

    The unexpected request caused a crease between Kim Yul's otherwise tidy eyebrows.

    Meeting someone he didn't know, and who was likely stronger—it was unthinkable to go out without any preparation. Kim Yul carefully crafted a response to K.

    - Kj: Is this a sudden date proposal? I haven't even washed today. Hehe.

    Even though he decided to decline for now and planned to meet with his party members later, the message that followed shook his resolve.

    - K: You won't regret coming out. You might find out why your party members died.

    'Is there a reason why Asa hyung died?'

    Codename Asa, real name Yang Baejun.

    He was the one who gathered only Koreans to form the party and the player who shouldered the dangers during the first mission.

    Those who survived could largely credit their lives to his sacrifice.

    Kim Yul racked his brain.

    'Was there something with the National Intelligence Service?'

    Overnight?

    'Is this just bait to lure me out?'

    If so, according to his initial decision, he shouldn't meet K, but recalling the chat with him, his dilemma lengthened.

    'From the vibe, he didn't seem particularly malicious...'

    What Kim Yul felt while conversing with K was his calculating nature. He was someone who would only receive as much as he gave and repay exactly that much.

    Given such a person had suggested meeting first, the reasoning was puzzling. While Kim Yul was tangled in thought over whether to meet K, another message arrived.

    - K: If you're uneasy, just tell me a nearby subway station. I'll put it in the inventory.

    Upon seeing that message, his decision was made.

    'What could he possibly do if I ask to meet in a crowded place?'

    With a firm mind, Kim Yul swiftly responded.

    - Kj: No, no! I'll just flick out my eye booger and head out! I'm curious about you too, hehe.

    - K: Location?

    Relieving Kim Yul somewhat, K naturally gave him the decision-making power.

    - Kj: Line 2, near Ttukseom Station is okay?

    - K: Okay, it'll take about 30 minutes. Take your time coming out.

    - Kj: Yep! See you at Exit 7! I'll wear red Adidas sneakers.

    After quickly washing up, changing his clothes, and heading to the rendezvous, he luckily managed to arrive on time.

    Standing in front of Exit 7, he glanced at the floating chat window momentarily.

    "K Junior?!"

    A strange voice called from behind.

    Upon swiftly turning with a swish, a chill ran down Kim Yul's spine.

    "Huff!"

    There was no one behind him.

    * * *

    I was taken aback thrice upon actually seeing Kj.

    Once for his dazzling platinum blonde hair, another for his charming puppy-like features, and a third for the earrings adorning his ears.

    'What kind of guy is he?'

    He said he was seventeen, yet his impression was quite striking. Of course, the surprise only lasted a moment.

    Regardless of Kj's appearance, my task was to convey the message and leave. I came specifically now, as I foresaw being too busy once the business was completed.

    To the darting-eyed Kj, unable to focus his gaze, I spoke.

    "Hand."

    "Huh?"

    Kj awkwardly raised his hand, and I dropped a USB onto it. Kj's already large eyes widened further.

    "Uh..."

    "It's footage from when those people died. I got it from the National Intelligence Service."

    "Whoa?"

    "Try to avoid storing it at home; check it out in a PC room or someplace similar to be safe."

    "Uh, uh, go—got it. But... are you really Kay? Are you?"

    Placing a hand on his shoulder, I answered.

    "Not nonexistent."

    "Wha—awesome! What's this? A skill? Is it like Invisibility? OMG, Invisibility! Doesn't that cost over a thousand? Did you buy it?! This is insane!"

    A laugh escaped me.

    'This guy's faking so hard.'

    Even while being so tense, worried about an unseen attack, his muscles were taut.

    Not stopping there, his hands were curled as if ready to draw out a dagger from inventory. Yet he acted nonchalantly, making a fuss.

    'This guy is sharper than I thought.'

    In some ways, it's quite impressive.

    'Perhaps someone like him is preferable.'

    Right now, what I need more than a fool is someone savvy with gain and loss and proficient in calculation.

    He'd probably make an excellent trading partner when both parties' desires are met. Not showing myself wasn't on a whim.

    Knowing the value of this skill meant understanding the chasm between us.

    To look like I had more to offer, flaunting my abilities was better.

    'It's kind of a bluff, you know?'

    Thanks to Kj identifying the skill, the first impression went smoothly. "If you don't want people thinking you're crazy, keep your voice down."

    "Ah, right. I must look like I'm talking to myself. Wait, I brought my earbuds. I'll act like I'm on a call."

    "Let's change places first. Over by that convenience store."

    "OK."

    With Kj putting on his earbuds, we moved from the subway exit.

    After settling in a corner away from passersby, I finally mentioned the reason for coming here.

    "I wanted to meet you because I have a proposal."

    It's a proposal that warranted the effort of coming directly.

    "What kind of proposal?"

    In response to Kj's question, I shared the thought I had after leaving the PC room earlier.
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    "Have you ever considered joining the National Intelligence Service (NIS)?"

    Surprised by the unexpected question, Kj flinched and trembled slightly.

    I observed him silently, reflecting on why I had made this proposal.

    If the bounty mission got resolved smoothly, I could establish at least a minimal cooperative relationship with the government.

    With that, I thought of sending Namkyu there.

    'They'll probably take better care of him than I could.'

    It would be easier to separate him from his alcoholic father since they have the authority that I lack.

    However, I was uneasy about just sending the child there alone.

    While pondering over this, Kj's party came to mind.

    'It would be a disadvantage for me to join directly.'

    Even if I dealt with Han Changshik, there were likely people who almost died at his hands or family members of the deceased.

    My actions only served to reduce animosity and suspicion towards players; it couldn't completely resolve the emotions of the victims and their families.

    There was no need to go to such places and receive their sharp gazes when I had the ability to take care of myself without their protection, unlike Namkyu.

    Therefore, I came up with sending a guardian or supervisor other than myself.

    'That way, I'd be able to hear updates from within the NIS as well.'

    So, I had come all the way to meet with Kj.

    In a way, I was telling him to bear the piercing gazes and surveillance instead of me, so I needed to at least show sincerity by visiting directly.

    I tried to predict Kj's response.

    The USB contained all the support plans the NIS had proposed.

    'The promise of professional military training must be quite an attractive condition.'

    For me, it wasn't very compelling since I had already dabbled on a superficial level, and my body had transcended the human realm.

    But for Kj, the circumstances differed, so there was a good chance.

    "I'd like you to convey any perceptions or updates you hear from within."

    I hoped Kj would accept my proposal.

    From our past exchanges, I realized that his sociability exceeded my expectations upon meeting him in person.

    Moreover, judging from his quick wit, he might play a larger role than anticipated.

    I hoped for the answer I wanted, but after a brief pause,

    "Then... what would hyung give me in return?"

    Kj gulped down his apprehension and asked.

    Though it wasn't visible, my lips curled up a little.

    "Glad you understood the message well."

    I materialized mana in my hand and grabbed Kj's arm.

    The startled, flinching movement was vividly felt.

    "What is this!"

    Even before he finished his sentence, I withdrew my hand, causing a bewildered expression to appear on his face.

    Since he would be helping me by being the informant, it was only fair that I offered him something in return.

    "It's Mana. If you enter the NIS and relay information, I'll teach you mana manipulation and materialization."

    "......"

    "I also plan to share the information I acquire quickly. You could think of it as a kind of employment relationship. How about it?"

    "...... Can I talk it over with my party members and get back to you?"

    "Sure, let me know when you've made a decision. And...."

    I hesitated for a moment; upon reconsideration, it seemed unnecessary to mention what I was going to say.

    It was a matter that would be resolved, if not tonight, then by tomorrow morning.

    "Just don't undertake any missions today or tomorrow."

    "Huh?"

    "See you."

    "Wait, are you leaving right now?! Maybe we could chat over coffee or something..."

    "Next time."

    Leaving Kj behind, I opened the bounty mission window.

    'Check the location.'

    Upon clicking the button, a new window popped up—a map indicating the target's location.

    The red dot signifying the target was firmly placed on the outskirts of Namyangju City.

    As I took in the scene I had checked before leaving the PC room, I hurried my steps.

    'Let's go.'

    I planned to make the necessary preparations while getting close to the place where he was supposed to be.

    'If he moved when there was little time left, that would be problematic.'

    While relocating to catch an intercity bus, I began analyzing Han Changshik's capabilities.

    First were Han Changshik's words and behavior observed in the video.

    - Purification pill? Ah, seems like the one below needs that?

    Judging by his reaction to the purification pill story, he could have undergone the Promotion Test.

    It's best to assume he's either a Beta or Alpha.

    Next, I assessed his mana reserve.

    He was the guy who cleared the tutorial and killed three players with over 100 mana and more than ten ordinary people.

    Estimated mana was around 600 to 700.

    'But that's the minimum.'

    He could have more if he absorbed mana by killing animals or other people over the days.

    It might even exceed 1000.

    But so far, no one except me had completed a Level 2 mission.

    'Is he only collecting mana in reality without participating in missions?'

    When I checked the completed mission list for confirmation, my head went cold.

    「01-09(1/10) - Closed Contributor: Giant」

    「01-10(1/10) - Closed Contributor: Giant」

    「01-12(1/10) - Closed Contributor: Giant」

    「01-14(1/10) - Closed Contributor: Giant」

    It was precisely since June 22 that I discovered someone undertaking Level 1 missions alone.

    Feeling uneasy, I clicked on the mission log, revealing detailed information.

    'Average entry is about five to seven people.'

    However, coming out of missions alive was a player with the codename "Giant."

    'He cleared a total of four Level 1 missions.'

    If Han Changshik did this and restrained other players while tackling the mission's monsters, his mana would easily surpass 1000.

    'Yet he's still at Level 1.'

    The only Level 2 clear record was mine.

    If one's mana exceeds 1000, they're unable to remain at Level 1, meaning something clear.

    'This bastard is buying something at the shop.'

    As the variables increased, things got more complicated in my head.

    'What was he buying?'

    I started selecting possible candidates swiftly.

    First, all expensive offensive skills were ruled out.

    The reason being, combat-related skills have minimum prices starting around 5000 at least.

    He couldn't afford them at this stage.

    This was why all the skills I'd bought until now weren't combat-oriented but instead auxiliary ones.

    Thinking up to that point, some exceptionally low-priced items came to mind.

    'One-time use skill stones.'

    The shop also sells permanent skills costing between 20,000 and 30,000 mana as one-time use for much cheaper prices.

    From a long-term perspective, they only deplete mana, so I hadn't bought any.

    But there's no guarantee the Giant didn't purchase them.

    'This might not be as easy as I thought.'

    If this Giant really was Han Changshik, I shouldn't underestimate him.

    "Click."

    Arriving at the terminal, I boarded a bus headed towards Namyangju City and opened the inventory.

    Inside was one item quietly holding its place for the past few weeks.

    'Shop Free Use Voucher.'

    An item allowing shop access up to five times the price of one's total mana.

    Not knowing the skills or items Han Changshik possessed, I needed a means to counter any situation.

    That was why I decided to use the shop voucher that I had been saving diligently.

    My current mana was 2248.36.

    It didn't take long to find the best option from the choices I could afford within five times that range.

    「Barrier (10,988 mana)」

    • Category: Permanent Skill

    • Description: A skill that protects the user from physical impacts; the hardness of the barrier varies according to the amount of mana invested.

    Isn't there an old saying that the best offense is a good defense?

    When the opponent's power was unknown, it was wise to go in with a defensive skill.

    The best choice I had within my grasp was the barrier.

    Yet, I couldn't help but feel a lingering regret.

    'Dammit, I was planning to get Flaming Orb originally.'

    This damned bounty mission had forced me to forgo a skill that had caught my eye.

    The official name of the skill marked in the shop was Flaming Orb.

    The price was precisely 15,672 mana, obviously indicating a Fireball.

    'Damned expensive for something that's a basic magic in other games.'

    Because I had thought I could acquire it soon, it felt terribly regrettable.

    But it wasn't an option to save the voucher for later.

    'I'll come back for it later.'

    Bidding farewell to the Fireball, I swallowed my bitter feelings and purchased the barrier.

    "Ugh..."

    An unpleasant sensation overwhelmed me as unfamiliar knowledge invaded my head unbidden.

    It was the same experience as the previous two purchases.

    Clenching my teeth, I endured it.

    Approximately five minutes passed when the desire to vomit up my insides subsided, replaced by a headache.

    "Whew."

    After taking several deep breaths to calm myself, I frowned and reviewed the mana structure required to activate the barrier.

    'It's complicated.'

    One of this game's many flaws was the complete absence of automation features.

    The use of purchased skills depended on individual capabilities.

    According to the forcibly embedded knowledge in my mind, I had to personally manipulate and place the mana.

    That was how the skill could be materialized.

    The knowledge acquired from the shop was merely a blueprint to form the barrier.

    It was essentially a plan dictating how much mana should be used, where, and in what form.

    It required blending regular and attribute mana, and the amount needed varied by skill.

    Sense Expansion required a more intricate mana structure than Mana Detection, and Invisibility had an even more complicated structure than that.

    Yet this barrier possessed a mana structure several times more complex and dense than Invisibility.

    'Thankfully, I have time to practice.'

    The time left on the bounty mission was about nine hours.

    It wasn't entirely sufficient, but it would have to suffice urgently.

    I diligently memorized the mana structure for the barrier inside the bus.

    Though the knowledge was already within me, making it fully my own required memorization.

    'It feels like a text file appeared in my head.'

    When I could recite its contents without glancing at the file, the headache would eventually fade.

    Already familiar with the process through Mana Manipulation and Invisibility, it took less time than before.

    By the time I had memorized about half of the barrier's mana structure, the bus arrived at Namyangju City Terminal.

    Immediately afterward, I hailed a cab.

    My final destination was the hills surrounding the warehouse where Han Changshik was suspected to be.

    The closest distance to the target was about 300 meters.

    Upon activating mana detection, I felt a mass of mana hanging precariously at the boundary of my perception range.

    "Click."

    As expected, it was a giant mana presence, incomparable to anything I had encountered before.

    'About half my size....'

    Mana 1000. Han Changshik's physical abilities now matched mine.

    With a sigh, I sat down on the nearby ground and continued practicing.

    About two hours passed, and after tedious memorization and implementation, I successfully created a barrier.

    The result was a hemispherical shield with about a one-meter radius surrounding me.

    "Ha...."

    Despite successfully implementing the skill, my expression wasn't great.

    'Just as I guessed from the structure, it consumes a terrible amount of mana.'

    It wasn't a skill I could use freely and comfortably whenever danger arose.

    With my current mana, I could maintain it for about 10 to 15 seconds.

    A slight comfort was knowing that reducing the barrier's area also decreased mana consumption.

    'Let's not lower the hardness.'

    Instead of weakening the basic strength, it was better to reduce the range.

    Protecting my body was all that mattered.

    'Let's master it well enough to not err in practice.'

    Supported by the traits Adaptability and Tenacity, perhaps?

    About three hours into the relentless practice, I was able to implement it whenever I willed.

    'Next is application....'

    By then, I'd already consumed five bottles of potions to restore mana depleted during practice.

    But rather than stopping there, I wanted to go further.

    Stopping at merely implementing meant not fully utilizing the expensive purchase.

    Understanding the mana structure and applying it could open more varied uses.

    With Mana Manipulation, application allowed for materialization.

    Invisibility enabled extending the invisible effect onto others.

    The methods of applying skills were endless.

    'Finish mastering it and also conduct analysis.'

    Such accumulated knowledge could become a foundation for self-acquiring skills, reducing shop dependencies.

    I persistently clung to grasping the mana structure.

    Another hour passed while doing so.

    As the seventh round of exhausted mana began to replenish, something remarkable happened.

    The once-dark sky momentarily flashed.

    "...... What was that?"

    It seemed like lightning from a clear sky, yet when I looked up, it was cloudless and clear.

    Baffled, I scanned my surroundings, only for my body to jolt.

    It was the faint sound tickling my ears that caused tumult.

    In disbelief, I expanded my senses with mana manipulation, magnifying the sound instantly.

    Click, clack.

    Cha-ra-rak.

    What seemed like plastic clashing, or maybe metal meeting, resounded.

    Puzzled over the ambiguous sound without an apparent source, I suddenly scrambled up from my seat.

    The direction from which the sound came—was odd.

    It matched exactly with Han Changshik's position on the map as confirmed earlier.
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    The hideout was discovered in just three days.

    It was anticipated that he would be tracked unless he left the country.

    However, there was no significant concern.

    Over the past three days, Han Changshik had accumulated an enormous amount of mana.

    Han Changshik looked at the dozens of gun barrels aimed at him and smiled.

    Every bullet that targeted him was blocked by a translucent barrier.

    "Though it is a bit of a waste..."

    The mana could always be replenished by killing all these people and absorbing more.

    Han Changshik smacked his lips inside the barrier, glancing down at his feet.

    The skill stone he had used a moment ago lay shattered into pieces.

    It had been five minutes since the special forces threw flashbangs and entered the factory.

    Initially, he avoided the bullets using the structures within the factory, but as he was cornered, he had no options left.

    Ultimately, despite his reluctance, he decided to use the skill stone.

    When he first started buying skill stones, he was skeptical, but the barrier had even blocked the bullets.

    What an astonishing power!

    "Ha-ha-ha!"

    Inside the barrier, Han Changshik laughed maniacally with his mouth wide open.

    Ever since he killed a dog attacking him in his first tutorial, a future like today had been foreseen.

    This game was a great fortune that had come to his life, and he deserved to fully enjoy it.

    'No longer do I need to see these petty beings run around.'

    How delightful it was.

    Han Changshik, who had been laughing for a while, started to pay close attention to the trajectory of the bullets.

    'I might be able to avoid them...'

    Guns were a powerful weapon, but they had a fatal flaw.

    They could only strike in a linear distance.

    One could avoid bullets by stepping slightly outside the aim.

    With this body, it might be possible.

    To confirm his assumption, Han Changshik focused on the trajectory of the bullets.

    "They're not hitting the target!"

    "What on earth is that?!"

    At that moment, several members' magazines seemed to be empty, as the barrage of bullets decreased.

    The barrier, too, began to fade in response.

    Han Changshik clicked his tongue with frustration inside.

    'So it was only 10 minutes.'

    The maintenance time of the barrier skill stone was too short for the 400 mana he invested.

    However, with its power diminishing, he could no longer rely on the barrier.

    Han Changshik retrieved another skill stone from his inventory and threw himself to the side the moment the barrier vanished.

    "The wall is down, shoot! Shoot!"

    Right after, the red stone in his hand shattered into pieces.

    A large fireball began flying toward the special forces armed with guns.

    "Evade! Evade!"

    "Squad leader!"

    "Ahhh!!"

    "Ha-ha-ha!"

    Amidst the cacophony of explosions and screams, Han Changshik's loud laughter mingled.

    As the number of corpses increased, mana flowed into him.

    To grow so much stronger just by killing something.

    'I am chosen!'

    With an expression mixed with ecstasy, Han Changshik swiftly moved his feet.

    As he began to move in earnest, the gun barrels aimed at those unscathed by the fireball missed their mark.

    'It's working!'

    Thud, thud, the suppressed sound of guns equipped with silencers pulsated.

    Dodging the bullets trailing tirelessly behind him, Han Changshik fastened his grip around a dagger.

    "Dodge!"

    There was no hesitation in his motion as he rushed toward the special forces operative holding a gun.

    Before his opponent could even scream, he had almost severed their neck.

    The body of the fallen instantly became a perfect shield.

    With the corpse in front, Han Changshik charged at another target.

    Just as he killed a third person, he heard a whiz.

    Han Changshik reacted without a moment's delay.

    He hurled the dagger towards the direction the sound had originated.

    Thud!

    The dagger lodged into the head of the man pulling the safety pin of a grenade.

    Immediately, Han Changshik hid behind a nearby pillar.

    "It's exploded!"

    A hurried voice resonated near the spot where the man hit by the dagger had fallen, but it couldn't be completed.

    The explosion of the grenade swallowed his words.

    After the aftermath of the explosion subsided, Han Changshik darted forward towards his next prey.

    Yet, suddenly he felt a chill down his spine.

    Han Changshik hurriedly drew a longsword and swung it backward.

    "What!"

    Clang!

    A weighty sound echoed, seemingly too heavy for a collision of blades.

    Han Changshik yelled at the unexpected interruptor.

    "Who are you?!"

    The man who attacked with a mask on his face did not respond.

    Instead, he blocked his sword and kicked forward.

    Although he quickly raised his arm to block his left side, the solid impact lifted him off his feet.

    Han Changshik found himself rolling across the ground after slicing through the air.

    "Report to Squad Leader Yang Jochul. Retreat."

    Only then did the man who attacked speak with a fierce tone.

    * * *

    The man flung away with a thud was Han Changshik.

    He looked just like the appearance captured in the video on the USB.

    The issue was, he was not the only one in the abandoned factory.

    The amount of mana detected was too plentiful, and my hasty rush had confirmed it.

    'Did Squad Leader Yang Jochul send them?'

    It seemed like those from the National Intelligence Service, who had grasped Han Changshik's location, had made a move.

    The ones armed with guns surrounding Han Changshik amounted to about 30.

    Well, it was hard to even call it a surrounding.

    'They were just scattered around.'

    They never truly pressured Han Changshik.

    They were helplessly hunted by him, who moved faster than their barrels could aim.

    It was apparent that his 1,000 mana-formed body could avoid bullets.

    I, with only my eyes exposed from the mask, quickly scanned the surroundings.

    The flames catching on the discarded materials were slowly growing.

    Someone, unfortunately, lay collapsed beside them.

    '... Are they dead?'

    They didn't move, even with their body catching fire.

    The scent of burning flesh was foul. Combined with the stench of blood, it became a hideous odor.

    The spectacle before me made me queasy.

    The gravity between the carcass of a monster and a human corpse was fundamentally different.

    I felt the urge to empty my stomach immediately.

    But suppressing the nausea, I glared at the ones with guns pointed at them.

    "If you don't want to die, tell Yang Jochul and back off!"

    There was no pleasant tone for those who had come all the way here to donate their mana to Han Changshik.

    Meanwhile, Han Changshik stood up.

    While keeping an eye on him, I continued to check my surroundings.

    The bodies sprawled around easily exceeded ten at a glance.

    It meant Han Changshik had secured at least 100 to 150 additional mana.

    'I have to be cautious at first since I'm not sure what he bought.'

    I wasn't so generous as to consider others in a pre-battle situation.

    Moreover, the ones who ignored my warning twice didn't appear appealing.

    Ultimately, I, wielding a sword, harsher than before, retorted.

    "Since keeping you around only fattens that guy, just get lost quickly!"

    The ones who ignored the twice-given warning finally showed a proper reaction.

    They cautiously began retreating while still keeping their guns pointed at Han Changshik.

    Of course, they hadn't withdrawn completely.

    They aimed their guns from a distance towards Han Changshik.

    'How stubborn.'

    I found myself facing the barrels alongside Han Changshik during the fray.

    "Put the guns away!"

    Startled, the barrels flinched collectively at the shout.

    "Are you a player too? Are you alone?"

    Han Changshik frowned and spoke.

    "Do you know Yang Jochul? Were you sent by the National Intelligence?"

    "......"

    "Won't you answer?"

    "We're not exactly on chatting terms."

    Responding in a stony voice, Han Changshik's eyebrows twitched.

    Amid his grimace, I gestured with my hand.

    "Stop babbling and come at me."

    Perhaps provoked, Han Changshik's cheeks trembled.

    Watching him, I smirked as I walked forward.

    "If you're not coming, I'll come to you."

    When the distance closed, Han Changshik reached for a stone.

    'As expected.'

    That guy gathered skill stones by cycling through Level 1 repeatedly.

    "Tsk."

    Discarding all distracting thoughts, I focused on Han Changshik.

    As the skill stone shattered, the blade caught fire.

    I too responded with a sword.

    His and my swords collided.

    "Huuuh!"

    The heat was so intense that my face seemed ready to sear.

    The mask I wore started to smolder, emitting smoke.

    However, my situation was better than Han Changshik's.

    His sword was enveloped in flames, but mine was surrounded by lightning.

    "Ugh!"

    Han Changshik's body trembled violently as if seizing up.

    It was lightning that sparked and turned blue when materialized.

    It must have been very hot and electrifying.

    Pulling one corner of my lips into a smirk, I immediately pressed forward.

    Denying Changshik even a moment's breath, I parried his sword and slashed horizontally.

    "Haaaah!"

    Though Han Changshik hurriedly dodged, he couldn't evade the deep cut to his chest.

    'That guy doesn't have a dagger.'

    I noticed a dagger just like mine wedged in the head of a corpse.

    Thus, while closing in further, I switched my weapon to a dagger.

    "Eeeeek!"

    He hurriedly swung at my hand, intending to repel it, but my dagger grazed across his wrist.

    From wrist to elbow, blood gushed profusely from the bone-deep wound.

    "Great."

    While our physical capabilities were equal, my control was superior.

    After all, it was only a few days since Han Changshik acquired that body, whereas I had perfected mine months ago.

    'He must have dominated purely with overwhelming power so far.'

    I discerned his limitations through Han Changshik's movements.

    The motions were large, with numerous unnecessary movements.

    At times, his pinpoint attacks were quite sharp, but not to a level I couldn't block.

    'He's never faced someone with similar abilities.'

    Likely, he didn't know how to achieve peak efficiency with his body.

    No matter how good the hardware is, if the software installed is poor, it won't perform optimally.

    'I just have to be cautious of the skill stones.'

    I kept pace with Han Changshik as he backed away, and once again observed a skill stone breaking in his hand.

    I was faintly sensing the mana movement initiated from his hand.

    It wasn't due to Mana Detection.

    That genuinely is for detecting the mana of a living organism.

    The mana I sensed was due to my heightened proficiency in Mana Manipulation.

    As it surpassed about 30%, I began to slightly feel external mana.

    Though not subtle enough to read the mana structure, I could tell the direction!

    Feeling the mana gathering underfoot, I leapt up.

    Soon, sharp pointed ice chunks surged from the ground.

    The area spanned about 3 meters surrounding Han Changshik, offering no room to stand.

    'It's not ordinary ice.'

    A shiver ran down my spine, as if my flesh would be torn just by touching it.

    However, naturally, I was destined to fall back down due to gravity.

    To avoid the ice, I had to move while in the air.

    Concluding my assessment, I twisted my body mid-air to evade the sword targeting my neck.

    Immediately, I concentrated attribute mana at the tip of my foot.

    Once the attribute mana gathered like a bead underfoot, I pushed off.

    The small sphere intertwined with lightning burst with a bang.

    I leveraged the shockwave as a foothold to propel myself in mid-air.

    'Glad it worked without a hitch in real combat too.'

    This was a method I found while contemplating how to utilize attribute mana.

    By using the rebound force generated when tightly packed lightning bursts upon impact as a stepping stone.

    Theoretically, this allows me to defy gravity and continue ascending until the attribute mana is depleted.

    'A counterfeit air-stepping.'

    Gathering attribute mana without it bursting required more concentration than expected.

    Being able to utilize it effectively during critical moments was thanks to relentless practice.

    "Huh? What was that just now?"

    Han Changshik questioned as I changed direction mid-air.

    I neatly ignored that inquiry.

    There was no obligation for me to answer just because this guy had a question.

    "I felt a tingle when I touched you earlier, are you mixing skill stones?"

    Han Changshik mumbled while pulling out a potion.

    From the stab wound from wrist to elbow to the burn marks from the lightning.

    Barely creating distance, he pulled out a potion, indicating the inflicted damage was substantial.

    Of course, I had no intention of just letting him drink that potion.

    'I'm not an idiot.'

    What fool permits healing or drug doping during combat?

    Aligning my spear obtained from the mission closer to the ground, I thrust it towards Han Changshik's direction.

    Encased in a crimson mist, the cross-shaped blade sliced through the surrounding ice, shooting straight ahead.

    In my passage to Han Changshik, pointed ice was reduced to flat surfaces.

    A path free of obstacles to step on had been forged.

    I used it to advance on Han Changshik, aiming at his ankle with the cross-shaped spear.

    "Hup!"

    As Han Changshik hastily leapt into the air, I flicked the spearhead.

    The blade soared upward, precisely hitting his hand.

    With its lid already open, the potion soared into the air, clinking audibly as it touched down.

    "Try bringing out more."

    I'll shatter every one of them, dripping with scorn, I said as Han Changshik's expression turned murderous.

    Ignoring his demeanor, I evaluated my remaining mana.

    'I used quite a chunk of attribute mana in mid-air to twist my body.'

    While meticulously assessing remaining resources, I swung the spear at the injured Han Changshik.

    To maximize the cross-shaped blade's advantage, I swung it like an axe, from top to bottom.

    Though Han Changshik managed to evade in time, the area around him was all ice.

    The outcome was inevitable, having dashed headlong onto it himself.

    "Aargh!"

    Seeing Han Changshik cringe from rolling on the ice field, I found it absurd.

    'Idiot?'

    He hadn't considered the environment his skill created and how it influenced his surroundings.

    He was merely floundering, eager to overcome the immediate threat in front of him.

    The moment seemed laughably pathetic as I realized how much I'd overestimated and prepared for him.

    Han Changshik was clearly a rank lower.

    Yet the battle didn't end easily.

    Both Han Changshik and I quickly realized the reason why.

    Coughing up blood after being kicked in the stomach by my foot, Han Changshik wiped his mouth and grinned.

    His expression heated with irritation, he taunted.

    "You haven't killed a person before, have you?"

    Right on the mark.
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    I neither affirmed nor denied it.

    However, my actions had already been an answer.

    Undoubtedly, I was superior in overall ability.

    Yet, there was a drawback that negated all those advantages.

    The fact that I had never killed before.

    "Damn."

    There had been opportunities to target his neck and heart.

    But right before delivering the final blow, my movements froze.

    Naturally, and inevitably, from an unconscious realm.

    Han Changshik never missed the opportunity and escaped every time.

    And when such situations repeated twice, he realized what was happening.

    'To think it would be like this.'

    I had known that I was more sensitive to death than the average person.

    Perhaps it was due to the trauma I experienced when my parents passed away.

    Rather than overcoming it, I had merely buried it as I had to bite the bullet to stand up again.

    I also reacted sensitively when John tried to kill Ethan.

    It felt unpleasant when I realized people were dying through the community.

    I had moved spontaneously when I thought Namkyu might die as he faced the muzzle of a gun.

    The bounty mission had shaken me as well.

    And when I arrived here, seeing the corpse had knitted my brows; it was all because I was sensitive to death.

    'If only it had been a monster, this wouldn't have happened.'

    It seemed like only 'human death' had an influence on me.

    In situations where I had to kill to survive, the death of a monster didn't move me much.

    At most, it was just vigilance against something unfamiliar.

    In fact, I hadn't hesitated when I slaughtered those monster bastards.

    But Han Changshik was different. No matter how evil and murderous he was, he was undoubtedly human.

    That fact was unconsciously restraining me.

    My mood was becoming complicated.

    At that moment, Han Changshik, who had precisely identified my weakness, charged at me first.

    "Tsk."

    I immediately thrust my spear to ward him off.

    But Han Changshik twisted his body, avoiding the spear aimed at his chest.

    Using the design of my spear to my advantage, I hooked its left blade onto his neck and pulled.

    It was a perfect chance to slice through Han Changshik's neck with the spear blade, as if reaping rice with a sickle.

    But again, my hand stiffened.

    Han Changshik swiftly bent his waist and backed away.

    As I gritted my teeth, Han Changshik approached close.

    Thwack, thwack-thwack.

    In the span of a single breath, seven exchanges occurred.

    As my weapon switched to a dagger, we exchanged close-ranged blows while targeting each other's vital spots.

    To an ordinary person's eyes, it would have been a blur as to how we exchanged blows.

    As the close-quarters combat became more intense, my expression grew more strained.

    "Damn it."

    Han Changshik's reaction speed had gotten faster than when we first clashed.

    It meant he was adapting to his body.

    I couldn't give him a chance to further realize that potential.

    Gritting my teeth, I reversed my grip on the dagger and slashed it.

    A red line appeared on Han Changshik's chin, who had leaned back his waist.

    Simultaneously, yet another skill stone shattered in his hand.

    Not knowing what skill he would use, I decided to withdraw for now.

    "This!"

    However, as vines grew from my feet and grabbed my ankle, retreating to create distance became meaningless.

    Even jumping back to widen the gap was futile.

    The vines grew faster than I could react, ensnaring my legs and climbing up my body.

    In an instant, my limbs were bound completely.

    Right after using the skill stone, Han Changshik was already upon me, swinging his sword.

    So many things happened simultaneously in a heartbeat, undetectable to an average person.

    「Sense Expansion activating.」

    The descending sword, aiming to cleave me, slowed down.

    The muscles of my body, caught in the vine, tensed and swelled.

    As sparks shot out from my body, a barrier, which I had practiced forming just before arriving here, surrounded me.

    Thud!

    With a resounding crash, Han Changshik's sword stopped at the barrier.

    "Argh!"

    He convulsed as if electrocuted, trembling all over.

    Thanks to channeling all of the remaining attribute mana into the barrier creation mana.

    Using attribute mana at spots maintaining the barrier overlayed my attribute, lightning, onto the semi-transparent wall.

    It was a method conceived while pondering how to utilize this technique.

    Thus, I managed to simultaneously defend and attack.

    'I can't use this often, though.'

    I didn't have enough mana and attribute mana to use this skill freely.

    'With full mana, I can do it three times at most.'

    This was only possible by minimizing the barrier area to save mana.

    Using it with other skills would reduce that number further.

    I had already used a fair amount of mana during the battle.

    Creating the barrier just now had drained my attribute mana completely.

    'I've got to finish it.'

    Forcefully opening my arms, the vine burned by the lightning broke, falling away bit by bit.

    I took a step forward before Han Changshik recovered his body posture.

    Thud!

    The longsword, scraping along the ground, started to ascend along a diagonal line.

    Almost out of habit, my body nearly froze before the sword could reach Han Changshik.

    'Don't hesitate.'

    In the slowed-down perception realm, I recalled the corpses strewn at Han Changshik's feet.

    Stopping here meant that those corpses could turn out to be my cherished ones.

    With a whip-like drive, I resolutely pushed myself forward.

    'Don't become weak, Kang Hyunwoo!'

    For the first time since this game began, I was able to drench myself in crimson blood.

    * * *

    Before the man with a mask appeared, Han Changshik, who had been massacring the members, met a pitiful end.

    From his left shoulder to his head, Han Changshik's body was sliced open, drifting through the air before falling to the ground with a thud.

    The space, once filled with noise, fell into silence.

    All the happenings were broadcast live in the control room through the body cams of the team members.

    "Target, t-target elimination complete, situation... is terminated."

    Lieutenant Yu Minhun, the most senior among the survivors, reported in a tightly constrained voice.

    He was trying hard to straighten the trembling gun barrel.

    'I... I couldn't see it.'

    He couldn't see the sword swung by the masked man moments ago.

    It wasn't just this once.

    The two men, referred to as players, continually displayed movements that were hard to consider human.

    Yu Minhun had lost sight of them several times during their clash.

    Their speed was inexplicable by human standards.

    Moreover, following the fire and ice, came the threatening spark.

    The faces of comrades, who had died engulfed by a massive ball of fire, flashed in his mind.

    Just then, the masked man who killed Han Changshik stumbled.

    "Huh."

    Amid faintly heard groans, Yu Minhun lowered his gun slightly and observed the man.

    The man was trembling, seemingly suppressing pain.

    But soon after, he breathed heavily as if the pain had dissipated, straightening his body.

    The man, covered with Han Changshik's blood, gazed at the surviving members.

    The sound of someone gulping down saliva echoed like thunder.

    Following that was the plain voice of the unfamiliar man.

    "Can you connect me to Director Yang Jochul?"

    Yu Minhun responded swiftly.

    "Yes, I am currently connected to the control room."

    With nervousness evident in his reply, the man gestured slightly.

    Yu Minhun wet his parched lips and approached the man.

    He handed over the earphones and microphone attached inside his bulletproof vest that he had been wearing.

    The man, receiving them, sighed deeply and spoke.

    "Did you see what kind of guys players are?"

    An answer came from the opposite earphone, which wasn't handed to the man.

    『... Yes.』

    It was Squad Leader Yang Jochul, the person in charge of this operation.

    "Do you acknowledge that these people's lives were saved because of my intervention?"

    『... Yes.』

    "Sigh."

    The man, who wore a blood-soaked mask, sighed, his voice slightly fading.

    "Then, considering it as compensation for saving these lives, let's cover up the Gwanak District incident. There weren't any casualties, were there? It was just a kid who got clueless and wanted to survive."

    『... I will take care of it. Thank you for saving our men.』

    "Thank you. And what I'm going to say now is not a request but a warning."

    A heavy silence followed from the earphone.

    "What you've witnessed just now is at the level of a player who has only cleared level 1 or 2 missions. Are you aware of how many levels of missions exist?"

    『I've heard there's a basic 10, plus additional missions of unmeasured levels.』

    "Glad I don't need to explain. Don't think of getting directly involved in incidents related to players from now on."

    The added warning that you'd only face pointless deaths was chilling.

    "In this insane game, your role is simple."

    The man calmly addressed Yang Jochul, who remained silent.

    "To monitor the players with public power so they don't cause havoc in society, and to request cooperation so they don't deviate from existing social order; that's all."

    『.......』

    "Unless you're going to drop a bomb, contact me through the community when something like this happens again."

    『... I will remember. Who should we reach out to in the community?』

    After a brief pause, the man responded.

    "K, that's my codename."

    『Ah... I'll keep that in mind.』

    "I'm friends with the kid who caused the trouble in Gwanak District, so it'll be easy to contact me through him."

    A heavy exhale felt burdensome.

    "His name is Im Namkyu, twelve years old, a fifth-grader in class 3 of Bongum Elementary School, address in Gwanak District...."

    The voice reciting the child's residence was overly plain.

    The deliberately artificial feeling was chilling for some reason, making Yu Minhun gulp dryly.

    "He is currently at Hanyul Motel in the Guro District. I'll tell him to wait outside, so take him."

    『Yes, I'll send agents immediately.』

    "And."

    The man lightly closed and opened his chilling eyes.

    "Let's not pry into my background. Otherwise, you'll witness me going berserk like that bastard who just died."

    After speaking, the man tore off the earphone and microphone, his silhouette fading.

    * * *

    Buying the barrier had been a brilliant move.

    Without it, I would have died the moment the vines caught me.

    But I hadn't died, and Han Changshik died by my hand.

    My best efforts and endeavors were rewarded again this time.

    Yet, unlike the first time I caught a monster in the Level 2 mission, there was no thrill.

    Instead, my body felt sluggish.

    I had no memory after warning Yang Jochul about the players and leaving the scene.

    By the time I came to my senses, I found myself blankly staring at the entrance door of my house.

    I didn't know how I had come here.

    Subconsciously lowering my gaze, I saw my hands soaked in red.

    Han Changshik's blood stubbornly left its traces behind.

    I wondered if I had wandered through the center of Seoul looking like this, and my heart sank, but fortunately, I noticed the mana cloaked around me.

    I had been using Invisibility.

    'Even in this situation, I kept it up.'

    I chuckled, albeit awkwardly, trying to shake off the mixed feelings, but it didn't help.

    It backfired, in fact.

    "Damn...."

    As I stared at the dried blood, my hands started trembling.

    I couldn't help but recall the moment Han Changshik's head rolled on the ground.

    The sensation at my fingertips when the sword cleaved through human flesh.

    The sound of slicing through what should be solid bone.

    The direction the blood splattered when the weighty shoulder and head of Han Changshik fell to the ground.

    Everything was vivid to the point of being excessive.

    In turn, my breathing grew erratic, and my body began losing sensation.

    "Heok, huk."

    I knew what this meant.

    I had experienced it already when my parents passed away.

    My heart raced at the sight of cars, plagued by illusions of cars driving along the road colliding and exploding, just like back then.

    The PTSD (Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder) diagnosed by Seo Jonghun, who had privately examined me at the time.

    Then, the mixture of loss, despair, and shock left me struggling to face even the shadows of cars.

    The vehicle, as a medium, triggered memories of my parents' accident and absence.

    Now, the medium had become human blood.

    This blood was digging up the memories I wanted to forget.

    'It says I have killed a person.'

    I desperately inhaled, feeling the sensation of a constricting throat.

    'Enough.'

    There's nothing to be changed even if I am shocked now.

    Killing Han Changshik was the best I could do. Even if I go back to that moment, I would choose to kill him again.

    I would rather become a murderer than let my cherished people die being caught in this game.

    Repeatedly chanting those words like a spell, I found my breath easing a bit.

    Afterward, I managed to stagger out of the villa building.

    Hoo, hoo.

    Consciously, I exhaled deeply.

    As I slipped into a narrow alley and removed my mask, my movements were rough.

    The dried blood turned to powder, falling off in bits.

    After putting the mask into the inventory, I took out my phone from my pocket.

    The dial tone went through, and before long, the other party picked up.

    『What?』

    It was Jaehyuk.

    "Where are you?"

    My voice trembled slightly as it came out, an uncontrollable reaction.

    『... At home, of course. What about you? It's quite late.』

    "And Ahjussi?"

    『He left on an emergency call earlier. Something happened to you...?』

    "Then let me borrow some clothes."

    『Huh?』

    I didn't have the luxury to explain everything to him right now.

    "I'll be at your place in about 20 minutes."

    I uttered only what was necessary and then hung up the phone.
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    When I arrived at the apartment where the Seo father and son lived, while maintaining my state of Invisibility, Jaehyuk was already waiting at the entrance.

    "I'm sorry for calling you out like this on a weekday morning."

    However, I couldn't bring myself to enter my home after having killed someone and covered in their blood.

    "I'm not in a state to visit a bathhouse either."

    With nowhere suitable to wash, I had no choice but to come here. I sighed inwardly as I approached Jaehyuk.

    Just then, Jaehyuk fiddled with his phone and brought it to my ear. Seeing my phone vibrating in silent mode, it appeared he was calling me.

    Instead of answering the phone, I tapped his shoulder. Jaehyuk was startled, his eyes widening almost to the point of tearing.

    He seemed bewildered as he couldn't see anything.

    "Hmph, scaredy-cat."

    As my voice echoed from the empty space, he stiffened nervously. Even though it was late at night with hardly anyone around, talking outside for long was not ideal.

    "Let's go up first."

    Jaehyuk turned his body with a creaky motion. I followed his lead into the elevator.

    'It would've been amusing if I had pressed it alone.'

    I tried to distract myself with silly thoughts to avoid recalling the events from hours ago. An elevator with buttons pressed despite nobody visibly there.

    Lights turning on in the emergency staircase. The security camera capturing it and the management discovering the footage.

    It might appear on YouTube with a title like "Paranormal Sightings".

    'Then, I suppose the intelligence agency might have caught on.'

    Several people already knew I had Invisibility skills. Both the Seo family and I might have gotten entangled.

    Imagining the worst-case scenarios repeatedly left me feeling mentally exhausted.

    "Whew."

    While I released a heavy sigh, the elevator stopped. Passing through the front door and entering the Seo family's house, I disabled my Invisibility.

    Jaehyuk flinched and trembled greatly.

    "You..."

    His gaze was fixed on the dried blood on my body.

    "It's not my blood."

    "Then..."

    Before Jaehyuk could ask further, I spoke first.

    "Can I borrow some clothes? The discomfort's driving me crazy."

    With a stony face, Jaehyuk entered his room. A moment later, I took the clothes he brought and headed to the bathroom.

    I shoved all the bloodstained clothes into the inventory.

    "I'll have to burn them later in the mission field."

    They were evidence of Han Changshik's death, so they needed to be destroyed.

    Standing beneath the stream of water, the dried blood diluted, running down the drain.

    Watching it go, I pulled back my wet hair and caught my breath.

    "First, let's handle the rewards."

    I had yet to sort through the bounty mission rewards. Reputation and random boxes; I decided to start with the box.

    Following the common trait of gacha games, I unconsciously squeezed my eyes shut before opening the box.

    "Shop voucher, shop voucher, please..."

    Thanks to killing Han Changshik, my mana exceeded 3,500. If a voucher appeared, I could buy a fireball immediately.

    As I opened the random box, a white light burst forth as before. Soon, a piece of paper appeared.

    「Skill Stone Exchange Voucher」

    • Category: Consumable Item.

    • Description: You can purchase one skill stone from the shop for free.

    Viewed at a glance, it was a downgrade from a shop voucher.

    While I had wished for a shop voucher, a downgraded item appeared instead. Was this a mere coincidence? Why did it feel like the system was toying with me?

    Grinding my teeth as my hands trembled in frustration, I turned the faucet to cold.

    As the cold water drenched me, my feverish head seemed to cool down.

    If the system were in front of me, I would have grabbed it by the collar and beaten it tightly.

    But unable to do so, the anger only piled up inside me.

    The unresolved fury seemed to gnaw at me. I forced myself to swallow it down and placed the voucher in the inventory.

    Using it straight away would be reckless.

    "I'll buy and use what I need when the situation calls for it."

    Then, to continue checking the rewards, I opened the status and message window.

    Player Kang Hyunwoo (Beta Tester)

    Mana: 3535.57 (Attribute Mana: 133)

    Chaos Index: 0.00%

    Affiliation: Earth

    Race: Human (Player)

    Rank: Alpha

    Attribute: Lightning

    Skills: Mana Manipulation (51.11%), Sense Expansion (18.59%), Mana Detection (lv.1 - 45.86%), Invisibility (20.27%), barrier (2.11%)

    Traits: ????? (Inactive), adaptability, tenacity, Purification (lv.1 - 26.49%)

    Title: Bounty Hunter (Inactive)

    Reputation: 62

    The proficiency of both Invisibility and Mana Detection had significantly improved. It likely improved because I used mana exhaustively for two days straight.

    After briefly reviewing the skill proficiency, I checked the titles and reputation. I also swept through the records left in the message window.

    「Success Reward: Reputation increased by 10.」

    「Title 'Bounty Hunter (Reserve)' changed to 'Bounty Hunter'.」

    「Effect of title 'Bounty Hunter' activated.」

    「Absorb Mana Manipulation skill.」

    「Identical trait detected. Duplicate trait deleted.」

    A "Reserve" label had been removed from my Bounty Hunter title, with sentences concerning skill absorption as well. It mentioned the deletion because I already possessed Mana Manipulation.

    "... This is a title that becomes more valuable over time."

    As players grow, they inevitably end up acquiring more skills.

    If the bounty mission continues to appear in the future, there may be ways to secure skills apart from the shop or self-learning.

    Assuming other players didn't receive bounty missions, this would be a unique ability possessed only by me in the current state.

    Objectively, the bounty mission had more gains than losses this time.

    Yet, I still didn't feel entirely good about it.

    Even when trying to forget, the sensation lingering on my fingertips was too vivid.

    "Ugh."

    However, I couldn't keep sulking forever. Wasting time while playing this insane game was a luxury.

    I had mountains of things to do.

    "Next, let's look at the contributions list."

    First, I needed to start gathering reputation.

    * * *

    9,541 players—that was the current number of players.

    Toma scanned the player count and the mission completion list with deep-set eyes.

    It had been a week since new players had entered the community.

    The mission completion list, once empty, had slowly started to fill up and was now quite substantial.

    「02-07(1/5) - Closed Contributor: K」

    「01-11(2/10) - Closed Contributor: Ethan Rembrandt, Lily」

    「01-12(3/10) - Closed Contributor: Human, Peppermint, animal Lover」

    「01-11(2/10) - Closed Contributor: John, Hunter」

    「02-29(1/5) - Closed Contributor: K」

    「01-12(2/10) - Closed Contributor: Ethan Rembrandt, Lily」

    「02-31(1/5) - Closed Contributor: K」

    「01-12(4/10) - Closed Contributor: Human, John, Hunter, Peppermint」

    「02-13(1/5) - Closed Contributor: K」

    「01-13(4/10) - Closed Contributor: Dragon, Hero, Angel, candy」

    「01-11(3/10) - Closed Contributor: Human, John, Hunter,」

    「01-17(2/10) - Closed Contributor: Ethan Rembrandt, Lily」

    「02-34(1/5) - Closed Contributor: K」

    「01-12(6/10) - Closed Contributor: Human, John, Hunter, Hero, Angel, Mirror」

    .......

    Indeed, many more people had died.

    「Title: People seem to be dying too much - Author: Captain

    Content: When counting the Beta and the first selections, shouldn't there be 10,100? But it's at 9,541 now. Over 500 people have died—why do these crazy folks keep doing missions?」

    - Coconut: Exactly. They're just begging to die.

    - Secret: Coward. Keep hiding like that.

    - AK85: Does clearing Level 2 seem manipulated? Hundreds are dying at Level 1, and only one person clears Level 2? Doesn't add up.

    - Gumiho: Manipulated? Is that even possible in this game? Can you hack it? Dumb idiot, sounds like jealousy to me.

    - Black Pearl: Why don't you go check and tell us then?

    Toma felt nervous. Unlike him, who only observed, others continued to challenge the game.

    "Should I be doing missions too?"

    Just then, other players were forming parties in the community.

    Toma repeatedly considered commenting on their posts.

    But recalling the tutorial, he just couldn't bring himself to act.

    He didn't want to die.

    In the end, he fled, pressing the back button.

    "It's not just me."

    He self-justified his actions.

    Players actively participating in the game were actually few.

    A glance at the mission completion list revealed repeated code names, supporting this.

    A majority of players were, like Toma, frozen in fear of death.

    So backing out this way wasn't wrong.

    It was a natural choice to preserve his life.

    At that moment, a title of a strange post caught Toma's eye.

    「Title: Damned System 1(23) - Author: K」

    "K?"

    This was a well-known code name but rarely seen in the community.

    The only player currently tackling Level 2 missions.

    They rarely posted or commented.

    Feeling bewildered, Toma clicked on the post by K.

    「Content: Sharing some crucial gameplay information to substitute the lack of proper guidance by this damned system.

    .......」

    He unconsciously held his breath, deeply focusing on the text.

    * * *

    "Within 10 minutes of its update, the post has already gathered 873... 875 comments. Here, I've extracted the full text from earlier."

    Lily pushed the printed material toward CIA Director Martin Eastner.

    Reading it over as he leaned forward from the sofa, Martin asked, "The title is... Damned System 1? The author is K?"

    "Yes, as you can see."

    Lily tapped the paper repeatedly, as if insisting he take a look.

    "The K? The one who took down 32 targets in the Promotion Test mission? The one clearing Level 2 missions solo?"

    "The author of the post is indeed K. Code names cannot be reused, so it's certainly them."

    Only then did Martin begin to read through the content printed on the A4 sheet.

    Once he went through it all, he exhaled a sigh of disbelief and muttered, "Can you control mana?"

    "No, I thought it needed to be purchased, naturally."

    "What about Mr. Rembrandt?"

    "He hasn't responded, but it seems he can't do it either."

    "How do you know?"

    "It's my intuition."

    "Are you sure? You're not the only one unable to do it, right?"

    "Yes, judging by the community's reactions, K seems to be the only one presently proficient. It's K who's unusual. I am perfectly normal."

    Relieved, Martin let out a shallow sigh.

    "Right, you wouldn't fall behind anywhere."

    As Lily pointed out, it was K, who was running at a different pace from others.

    In a situation where more than half the players haven't even attempted the Level 1 mission, K doing Level 2 missions alone couldn't be seen as ordinary.

    However, contrary to his drowsy tone, Martin's hands fiddling with the paper seemed quite anxious.

    He murmured while re-checking the contents of the writing, almost like reading it again.

    "There's no search result... right?"

    "Yes."

    The answer came from Brian, who was seated opposite Lily.

    "Does it make sense there's been no result for over 3 months?"

    "Yes, it does. We don't know the name, gender, or face. If no traces were left during the tutorial, it's impossible to find. We have nothing but that they might be Asian... and the candidate pool is too broad."

    With Brian's very realistic answer, Martin let out a deep sigh.

    "Lily, would you repeat what the first tutorial announcement said?"

    "Ah, the system announcement? It said to strive for the survival of humanity."

    "Humanity..."

    With Martin's murmur, both Lily and Brian stayed silent.

    They were equally clueless about the game's true purpose.

    The silence between the two provided a backdrop as Martin fell into thought.

    As the person in charge of national security, he couldn't disregard this unrealistic game.

    If the sentence Lily read was true.

    If an insurmountable threat loomed over humanity.

    If the system was granting humans a chance.

    Caught in these incredibly unrealistic speculations, Martin rubbed his face dry and spoke.

    "Try reaching out via the community."

    Lily promptly retorted to his directive.

    "K is currently set to reject friend requests."

    "You can leave a Private Comment; use that for contact."

    "Do we really have to go that far...?"

    Before Brian could finish his question, Martin raised his voice.

    「Congratulations! HIDDEN MISSION - Bounty Hunt (South Korea-01) succeeded.」
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    "Before someone else makes the first move, we need to somehow establish a point of contact, don't we? Don't know what more this guy might know?"

    Brian, under Martin's sharp gaze, lowered his head.

    "If he needs financial help, offer him support as well. Do whatever it takes! Give him whatever he asks for! And bring him here by next week!"

    As Martin barked orders, Brian and Lily quickly responded.

    "Yes, sir!"

    "Get out!"

    After the two swiftly left the room, Martin picked up the paper again.

    「Title: Damned System 1(869) - Author: K

    Content: I am sharing some information for gameplay to replace this damned system that fails to provide proper information.

    Before explaining, there are some things you must remember: this game has no automation features.

    To use mana obtained from hunting and skills purchased from the shop, practice is essential.

    Abandon the misconception that you can simply shout skill names like in ordinary online games.

    I will divide the game's explanation broadly into mana and monsters.

    1. Mana.

    1) Usage and Effects by Stage

    Mana obtained through repeated missions is estimated to become 'perceptible' once you reach a minimum of 50.

    Once perceptible, if you can circulate mana within your body, you can achieve 'Mana Manipulation'.

    This means you can acquire skills without going through the shop.

    Avoid being foolish enough to spend 500 mana at the shop, as skills will automatically be created in the skill tab.

    Once capable of Mana Manipulation, your physical abilities are dramatically enhanced.

    This is considered the minimum level at which one can relatively safely clear a Level 1 mission.

    Until you can use this freely, it's recommended not to challenge missions.

    If you're not up to the level, trying out of sheer bravado only leaves you in the same position as those who died. Remember that.

    If your mana count is below 50, gather it. You can also secure mana through plants.

    Or, fill the mission site with ten people. With two or three serving as bait, hunting is possible even with less than 100 mana.

    Details related to hunting will be covered more extensively in the monster section.

    After Mana Manipulation comes 'Materialization'.

    This divides into two methods: overlaying on the body and overlaying on objects. The latter is more difficult.

    Focusing mana outside the body on specific parts enhances destructive power, offense, and defense.

    To crush a cement wall with a hand wrapped in mana...」

    Written there was a guide to playing the game.

    * * *

    People filmed from various angles were displayed on dozens of monitors.

    It was Ethan who had returned to his lodging.

    "Pupils are dilating. He seems to be using the system window."

    "Judging by the continual movement of his pupils, it's likely a community or shop service with a high level of visual activity."

    "He seems to be spending more time utilizing the system window than speaking."

    David, who had been watching Ethan on the monitor, asked.

    "Why didn't you report?"

    "Because we can't report based on assumptions."

    The one who answered the question was Deputy Director Selena.

    "Did I not tell you to report anything strange?"

    "Not reporting deliberately must mean there was nothing strange, don't you think?"

    David's eyebrows twitched at the repeated answer.

    'So, you're playing it like this?'

    Blocking direct observation and interaction with Ethan to prevent information leakage? He knew there were those within the organization who didn't align with his methods. Yet, he hadn't expected such blatant hostility.

    'Foolish people.'

    David secretly glared at Selena. Truly foolish.

    Players shattered records set by humans trained to their limits during the tutorial. Moreover, their self-healing ability surpassed humans. The environment allowed for further 'growth'.

    Could they really be considered humans?

    'Not at all.'

    Having transcended humanity's domain, they were nothing but monsters disguised in human skin. They needed to be eliminated before they grew any more. However, not only the Prime Minister but also agents like Selena kept droning on about human rights, spouting naive words.

    'Tch.'

    David clicked his tongue inwardly.

    "Director!"

    An agent with an urgent expression burst into the room where Ethan was being monitored.

    "K posted on the community."

    David's eyes widened slightly.

    He extended his hand, and the agent handed him an A4 paper.

    David's brow furrowed slightly as he read the contents.

    As the new tutorial progressed, they were discovering other players one by one. It enabled closer verification of the community's content.

    'I see no other way since that monstrous guy's been uncooperative.'

    Ethan had refused the order to type out all community content until now. Too busy with training, he had argued, staying alive was hard enough.

    As a result, he delivered important information orally at best.

    'If there's anything he intentionally omitted, it's now possible to verify.'

    Finally, they could take a proper peek into the world of players.

    As thoughts of the community crossed his mind, David's brow wrinkled slightly again.

    'A place crawling with monsters.'

    Already, it was giving him a headache.

    How many among them would turn out to be dangerous?

    Which among them was the most dangerous?

    "Tch."

    This time, David clicked his tongue audibly as he set the paper aside and spoke.

    "No progress on the search?"

    "No, the list of candidates is too broad."

    "Continue the investigation, assuming he's Asian."

    Based on known information, K was the one achieving unparalleled results alone. He was the most dangerous player.

    "That guy is like a bomb. We must find him and monitor him."

    Should the surveillance conclude that he posed a threat to their nation.

    'He has to be eliminated.'

    Beyond the surveillance camera, in David's eyes were fear, contempt, and disgust as he stared at Ethan and another player.

    * * *

    When I came out after washing up, I was contemplating what to say, but Jaehyuk didn't ask anything.

    He must surely have been curious about what happened, but his demeanor was unchanging.

    It was silence only for me. Today, I found it especially comforting. Nonetheless, I declined his offer to take me home.

    I wanted to walk and organize my thoughts. Thus, I set out on the road while using Invisibility. Regretfully, contrary to my plan, I couldn't maintain a consistent train of thought.

    "The player's survival rate increased indirectly by contributing. Reputation increased by 0.3."

    "The player's survival rate increased indirectly by contributing. Reputation increased by 0.3."

    "The player's survival rate increased indirectly by contributing. Reputation increased by 0.3."

    ........

    The barrage of notifications made my head spin. The content about gaining reputation became bothersome rather than welcome.

    "Whew....."

    I sighed heavily, gritting my teeth, and muttered.

    "For heaven's sake, update the notification settings, Damned System."

    It seemed this voyeuristic pervert of a system intended to drive me mad with nonstop notifications. Otherwise, it wouldn't bombard me with notifications numbering in the thousands.

    Feeling the urge to plug my ears, I checked the post I uploaded on the community.

    'Already 3,000 comments.'

    Faced with the overwhelming number of comments, combing through them wasn't appealing. So I just returned to the main page of the community. The reason I shared information for the first time was due to reputation.

    'Reputation points can be accumulated by performing actions listed in the Public Listing.'

    When I checked the list, I came across an uncomfortable phrase.

    "Any act that directly or indirectly contributes to increasing a player's survival rate without ignoring another player's crisis."

    For some reason, it felt as if it was targeting me. Though it might have been just my guilty conscience, or perhaps this system truly painted a bullseye on me.

    Without certainty, I knew what needed to be done.

    I sorted the information to be posted, and as a result, my choice was correct, seeing as the flood of notifications still persisted.

    After posting that article, my reputation scores piled up at an intimidating speed.

    'Already 1,593.'

    The post's view count had already surpassed 5,000. Each time a specific player viewed my post, my reputation increased by 0.3.

    Considering the number of players, this meant I might collect over 2,000 reputation points with just that article alone.

    Seeing the reputation scores and post views, a sense of relief inexplicably came over me, prompting a wry smile.

    "Ha."

    I intended to ruthlessly shake off any unease I felt. When survival's on the line, there's no need to carry unnecessary burdens.

    Kindness and good deeds won't greatly assist my survival. Thus, I didn't share information, even though I always had the capability to do so.

    If not for the reputation related to shop discounts, there would've been no post.

    Clearly, I acted out of calculated decision-making to reap benefits.

    However, as everyone maneuvers through life, I, too, can't escape being a shade of gray.

    "Whew."

    It seemed it lingered in my mind to some extent. Hence, it felt so freeing the moment I posted the article.

    'Though not everyone might survive, some surely will.'

    I eased my mind and gathered prestige.

    The benefits of this decision weren't minimal, lending me significant aid in playing this game.

    That's enough. Diverting my eyes from the post, I concentrated on chatting with Ethan.

    - Ethan Rembrandt: A discount... This structure eases augmenting abilities or gear the higher one's reputation.

    I had just explained to Ethan about reputation after he contacted me upon finding my post.

    - Ethan Rembrandt: Judging from the public list, most items emphasize player survival. Why does the system give special treatment to this section?

    - K: Regardless of the reason, it's clear we gathered a means to leverage it. Check out the public list and already complete feasible actions.

    - Ethan Rembrandt: Yes, I'll ponder over ways to gain merits. Because, honestly, potion prices have been burdensome; good news on the discount.

    - K: Right, since long-term, those potion prices surely rack up.

    In reality, I myself had already bought potion bundles thrice. Based on price alone, that amounted to 450 mana, which was no small sum. Accumulating over time, one's expenses could easily hit the thousands or more.

    Mana wouldn't contribute to power increment, merely drain away.

    'Reputation's an avenue to minimize mana expenditure.'

    Collecting mana heightens survival probabilities. Hence, securing every bit possible remained essential.

    'In need of an offense mode sooner or later.'

    Gathering mana was imperative.

    Reflecting upon future endeavors, I soon wrapped up the chat with Ethan.

    Then, as I prepared to close the community page to check the shop, my attention was caught by an intriguing post.

    「Title: The Password is the Tutorial's 1st Place Reward - Author: Sultan」

    Upon clicking the post, a password prompt appeared.

    Hesitating momentarily, I typed five question marks.

    This unexpectedly led me to encounter some intriguing content.

    「Content: My ????? Trait vanished suddenly yesterday. Does anyone have information related to this? Thinking alone doesn't seem helpful, so I'd like to exchange opinions.」

    'Yesterday?'

    No exact timeline was mentioned. Nonetheless, I halted, delving into thought.

    'What does this mean?'

    While that guy claimed his question mark Trait vanished, mine became active.

    'Trait activation, support type, exploration, update, intelligence service, bounty mission, tutorial first prize...'

    Juggling fragmented bits of information back and forth, a memory sprang vividly.

    "Monitor...."

    I did not let the fleeting thought slip away, seizing it firmly.

    When my question mark Trait was activated, I'd thought of a monitor.

    I speculated the question mark Trait functioned as a monitor, limiting the system to observe only immediate surroundings related to me when inactive.

    Why was the question mark Trait given only to a first-place holder?

    'There's a saying about early leaves indicating fruitful prospects.'

    Hence, if they were discreetly monitoring those individuals achieving first place during the tutorial?

    On considering it that way, however, some aspects remain puzzling.

    If the question mark Trait served as a monitor, why did it vanish in other first-places?

    'If this Trait served as a device to detect errors and update, wouldn't numerous observation points prove beneficial?'

    The system assigned the question mark Trait to individuals besides me. Then, why eliminate it now, especially around the time my Trait activated?

    'Based on this issue, assuming the monitor seems absurd and farfetched...'

    Furthermore, it seemed unlikely the system would require a monitor. Game managers should be able to oversee the players extensively, shouldn't they?

    Why adopt a monitor specifically for certain personnel?

    Far too many inconsistencies arose from assuming the question mark Trait as a monitor.

    Yet, it felt unpleasant, almost vexing, to dismiss it outright.
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    'The system watching me might not be related to the Trait.'

    I pondered continuously, but no answers emerged.

    For now, I decided to stash away my suspicions about the question mark Trait in a corner of my mind.

    'Step by step, from what I can do now.'

    Putting aside my thoughts, I moved to return home when a chat message arrived.

    - Kj: I'm going to make a prediction.

    - Kj: New posts cursing this game and you, hyung, will pop up every day.

    - Kj: Can't control mana aaaaagh!!

    - Kj: Why is this so hard? T_T_T_T_T_T Thanks to you, hyung, I can feel mana, but it won't move! It absolutely won't move!

    From the mention of mana manipulation, it seemed a decision had been made.

    - K: What's your answer?

    - Kj: Hehe, if I accept your proposal, hyung, you're going to teach just me, right?

    - K: Then?

    - Kj: Umm... can you teach Bunny nuna too?

    My forehead crinkled.

    'Asking to teach someone else?'

    Kj and I was connected because they each needed something from the other.

    I provided game information, while on the other side, stories from the National Intelligence Service were shared.

    Now, even though I had shared that information with other players, I hadn't revealed the full story of the events that happened at the service.

    Moreover, teaching mana manipulation and materialization was something offered in exchange for being my eyes and ears within the National Intelligence Service.

    And now, to teach someone else as well?

    Before I could respond, a consecutive chat message popped up.

    - Kj: Just teach Bunny nuna, not me!

    Why was he asking to teach someone else?

    Before I could dwell on this question, an unexpected explanation came.

    - Kj: There's someone called Bunny Girl; she's the one taking care of us since my hyung died, and she just succeeded at mana manipulation today. It's properly visible on the Skills tab! The service agreed for nuna and me to join together.

    'Since someone showed faster results, he want to focus the efforts there.'

    Since they were party members, he might learn through her later.

    From a standpoint of efficiency, it was a wise decision.

    Yet, it felt uneasy to accept it right away.

    'Should I just teach materialization now that she had mastered mana manipulation?'

    Initially, I intended to teach Kj both mana manipulation and materialization.

    It was a natural decision back when he didn't know how to control mana.

    But now, just teaching materialization without mana manipulation feels incomplete.

    Given that the suggestion to teach someone else came from their side, I couldn't shake the unease.

    'Of course, teaching one person is easier.'

    Teaching two would take more time.

    But I wanted to avoid any potential risks from taking the easy route for now.

    'He seems to be a clever one.'

    Despite thinking I wouldn't be petty about it, he couldn't be sure.

    You couldn't fully understand someone based on just a few conversations.

    'These things have to end cleanly to avoid problems later.'

    I decided to assess Bunny Girl's capabilities and then make a judgment.

    If time permitted, I would teach mana manipulation to Kj too; if not, I'd save my time even if it felt uneasy.

    'And simultaneously verify the part involving player survival.'

    Recalling the phrase from the public records, I sent a reply.

    - K: Whatever. When?

    - Kj: We'll match your schedule, hyung! When's good for you?

    - K: The day after tomorrow.

    - Kj: Got it! Perfect! Wanna come to my place? Everyone is out so no one's around!

    It was not something I needed to refuse.

    A location would be necessary for teaching.

    'They're just players who've completed one or two missions. I could easily handle both.'

    I planned on wearing a hat and mask to avoid recognition in case of any cameras.

    I accepted Kj's offer.

    However, instead of wrapping up the conversation, the messages kept coming.

    - Kj: I have one more thing to ask... hehe

    - K: What is it?

    - Kj: Have you heard anything about someone named Han Changshik? Hehehehe.

    My hand slightly shook.

    Memories I had been trying to set aside started swirling through my mind.

    Even amid this, the chat messages continued.

    - Kj: There's no special intention. Actually, all the party members who came out unscathed from missions were thanks to my bro, Yang Baejun hyung. He saved me several times.

    - Kj: So when I get out of the low-level status, I want to repay him, even if it's later at the mission site. Do you know anything about that guy? Could you tell me?

    Taking a deep sigh, I sent a reply.

    - K: Already killed him.

    - K: See you the day after tomorrow.

    - Kj: Yup.

    After confirming the quick response, I closed the chat window and found myself before my house.

    Finally, it hit me. The bounty mission was indeed over.

    * * *

    While reviewing and practicing the skills I had learned, like barrier, the day I promised meet Kj arrived.

    I gathered my usual mask and hat and left the house.

    Instead of using public transportation right away, I moved a considerable distance while using Invisibility.

    This was to prevent the path of my movement from being traced and revealing my place of residence.

    I boarded a bus only after reaching a bus stop more than 3 km away.

    About 20 minutes passed when a system alert rang out.

    The fourth update, which had started while I slept, was complete.

    「Progress: 100%」

    「Patch completed.」

    「A mission is now assigned by the system's authority.」

    However, unlike previous updates, the explanation was brief.

    Authority? Assignment? Why is there no proper explanation?

    Previously, it informed about any new features or changes, but this time it was different.

    To find answers, I turned to the community.

    Thankfully, due to other individuals who had received more detailed instructions unlike himself, I quickly found out what the system had done.

    「Title: Am I the only one who sees the timer? - Author: Villain」

    Most of the new posts were similar. A timer had appeared with an important notice.

    Curious about the content of the notice, I checked the posts one by one.

    'A mission will forcibly proceed....'

    It was information that indeed rattled the community.

    The timer attached to the notice showed about 17 hours remaining.

    My past decision to face the mission voluntarily, overcoming fear, was proven right.

    If I was just idling around, I might have been dragged in against my will.

    I might have died meeting those monsters unprepared.

    Breathing a sigh of relief alone, I pondered over this latest update.

    'That's around 5 a.m. tomorrow.'

    At that time, players who hadn't participated in missions so far would be forced into mission fields.

    As I pondered the significance of that timing, I quickly found my answer.

    'It's the tenth day from the end of the first tutorial.'

    The system was limiting the mission-free period.

    It seemed determined to push players into missions if they hadn't engaged for a certain period.

    'Is completing missions important to the system?'

    Indeed, if it is, urging idle players is a natural reaction.

    From the system's viewpoint, those officially made players weren't putting in the work.

    Of course, the players' opinions weren't considered at all.

    'Perhaps the grace period is ten days.'

    Whether that deadline applies only to the first mission or all missions isn't certain.

    Fortunately, this was something I could find out by enduring for ten days himself.

    'Until the timer appears, focus on training.'

    This update had little impact on me.

    My circumstances were different from those players panicking due to the impending mission.

    As such, the jittery and frightened chatter amongst the players didn't really affect me.

    Instead, another aspect of the update caught my attention.

    'The role of the question mark Trait....'

    The resolved issue from this update lay within my field of perception.

    'Amongst the players, more are not participating in missions than otherwise.'

    This was evident from the contributor code names for completed missions.

    The list had grown, but many code names repeated.

    'At most a few hundred.'

    Of the nearly 10,000 players, only a few hundred were participating.

    I was able to recognize this point in advance.

    Could this knowledge be linked to why the question mark Trait hasn't activated?

    "Click."

    Deducing the role of the question mark Trait remained elusive.

    The only option was to continue observing this matter.

    'By the way, there's still no modification regarding notification sounds.'

    I had put in so much emotional energy cursing out of frustration, wanting an update badly.

    Yet, the settings related to notification sounds remained unchanged.

    Given the current state, the thought of the system monitoring me seemed like mere paranoia.

    'Unless it's intentionally excluding updates to mess with me?'

    Though the thought occurred, it swung towards disbelief.

    After all, it was the entity managing the game; surely, it would maintain a basic level of professionalism.

    'Or not.'

    Since it was unclear if the system was even a person, emotional speculation like this wasn't constructive.

    'Maybe there are constraints on how updates can be done.'

    Perhaps certain conditions must be satisfied to carry out these updates, indicating some restrictions might exist.

    Reflecting on the system's actions always brought about a multitude of thoughts.

    And naturally, the amount of insults would increase as well.

    'Annoying thing....'

    While habitually badmouthing the system, a message from Kj arrived.

    - Kj: Feels like this game updates really often lol we're here!

    Already? There were still about 20 minutes left until the appointed time.

    - K: You arrived early.

    - Kj: Wanted to clean up a bit! Let us know when you arrive; we locked up and came in.

    - K: Yeah.

    Just as I sent this brief reply, my mana detection identified a substantial amount of mana, greater than a normal person's range.

    The location was to my right, moving swiftly past me.

    I peered outside the bus for a look.

    A middle-aged man with a serious expression walked by.

    'A player.'

    The mana detection was something I did habitually to increase proficiency.

    Yet, I didn't expect to encounter a player like this.

    'So, players with mana detection could discover me too.'

    It's better to mutually confirm presence than to be discovered unilaterally.

    I decided it was necessary to have mana detection in constant operation during outings, pressing the stop bell as I thought.

    I wasn't planning to follow this new player.

    It was simply time to disembark.

    'He isn't the person I'm looking for anyway.'

    There was no need to acknowledge them first.

    For now, it sufficed to recall the player's appearance a couple of times instead.

    Disembarking from the bus, I made my way toward my scheduled meeting place.

    Initially, we had planned to meet at Kj's house.

    But his family unexpectedly returned home this morning.

    As a result, we had to find another suitable venue.

    Luckily, Kj had a decent alternative in mind, so we quickly agreed on a new location.

    Having received the address beforehand made finding it simple.

    The structure I arrived at was a neat-looking three-story building.

    'Is this the suitable location?'

    Arriving at the destination, I sent a chat message.

    A mass of mana started to move from the basement to my opposite side.

    'Where is he going?'

    As I followed the detected mana, the sound of a door opening reached me.

    It wasn't the front door I faced, but another entrance located on the building's left side.

    "Hyung, over here!"

    The voice and the location of the mana matched.

    I moved towards the direction, discovering the emergency exit door left ajar beside the building.

    As I approached, Kj quickly scanned me.

    I couldn't help but do the same. Kj bore a noticeable bruise on his left eye, unlike when they last met a few days ago.

    It was clear someone had struck him.

    '... He has over a hundred mana, yet he got hit?'

    Did he get into a fight with my party member?

    Kj, noticing my gaze on the bruise, flashed a grin and spoke.

    "I let them hit me on purpose. It's faster to end that way."

    Although suggestive, I wasn't in the mood to pry.

    "Haven't seen you in person until now. I'm Kim Yul, and you?"

    Kj, or rather Kim Yul, who introduced himself, extended his hand for a handshake.

    Even as I accepted the handshake, I avoided the question.

    "Prefer not to say."

    "Wow, super secretive much, aren't you? Well, if you don't want to say, I'm not gonna push. Anyway, come in. The CCTV is turned off. This place is shut down."

    "That's reassuring."

    Despite saying this, I had no intention of removing my mask and hat.

    After stepping inside, Kim Yul locked the door and led the way.

    "Do you happen to hate dust or have a cleanliness obsession?"

    "Not really."

    "Good to know. I cleaned up just enough to be sit-able."

    As they descended the short staircase, Yul continued talking without pause.

    "This was originally a practice room rental place; it closed last month. Since the building hasn't been sold yet, I asked if I could borrow it a bit."

    "A practice room?"

    "Yeah, I was an idol trainee. I used to come here before joining the agency."

    "I see."

    His flashy appearance suddenly made sense with that explanation.

    "The venue change today is also because of that. The agency might have tipped off representative Kim about my disappearance."

    The mention of 'representative Kim' caught my ear.

    'Was he referring to a member of the National Assembly?'

    Of course, the curiosity was brief. Better to stay ignorant to avoid entanglement, like with Namkyu.

    "They suddenly barged in at home, throwing a fit."

    However, unless interrupted, Yul seemed ready to spill endless tales of my situation.

    Therefore, I chose to cut off Yul's narrative.
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    "What about the party member?"

    "Oh, Bunny nuna? She's downstairs. There's no need for both of us to come up together, right?"

    "That's true."

    "Nuna has been eagerly waiting for you, hyung."

    "For me?"

    Before I could even ask why Kim Yul had arrived at the door on the first basement floor and flung it open.

    "Nuna, the benefactor is here!"

    Benefactor? What was he talking about? Before I could crumple my face further in confusion, I met eyes with a woman beyond the door.

    A bob haircut that barely touched her jaw.

    Lips pressed shut with stubborn tightness.

    Standing about 170cm tall.

    Overall, she gave off a cold and rigid impression. However, the way she looked at me felt inexplicably intense.

    'What the...'

    Why was she looking at me like that? It was a completely incomprehensible situation.

    Thanks to that, my already crumpled face showed no signs of relaxing.

    Following behind Kim Yul into the mirror room, my mood remained unpleasant.

    Even though I wore a hat and mask, I wasn't pleased with being stared at so blatantly.

    "Nice to meet you, I'm Yang Hyewon. My code name is Bunny Girl, and I'm 23 years old this year."

    As the distance closed, Yang Hyewon reached out first to introduce herself.

    "Ah, yes."

    I replied with a curt voice and shook her hand lightly.

    Soon after, Yang Hyewon, who had been staring intently at me, began rummaging through her pocket.

    "You may find this surprising, but I wanted to express my gratitude when we met."

    Suddenly, she talked about gratitude which puzzled me further.

    While my expression crumpled more, Yang Hyewon suddenly thrust something into my hand.

    In her hand was an ID card and some piece of paper.

    Peering at it, I saw a completely unexpected word.

    'Family Relation Certificate?'

    Why was this coming out of her pocket?

    Almost immediately, my eyes caught on one of the names on the family relation certificate.

    "...... Yang Baejun?"

    Muttering the familiar name, Yang Hyewon replied.

    "He's my oppa."

    Once again, the opportunity to curse at the Damned System presented itself.

    * * *

    Yang Baejun, code name Asura.

    A player who resisted until the end and was shot dead by Han Changshik.

    Silence followed the revelation that Yang Baejun and Yang Hyewon were related.

    "I heard that it was Mr. K who brought the video capturing Han Changshik. Thanks to you, I learned what happened to my oppa......."

    "Let's start the materialization practice immediately. I want to finish quickly."

    I didn't listen till the end to Yang Hyewon's heartfelt explanation.

    In this game, having a family member die was undoubtedly a pitiable matter, but there was nothing I could do for her.

    'Expressing condolences won't bring back the dead after all.'

    Moreover, the topic of Han Changshik was something I wanted to avoid.

    "...... I realize now that my thoughts were short-sighted. Let's begin."

    As I clicked my tongue and diverted my gaze, Yang Hyewon directed her focus without further objection.

    "You've activated Mana Manipulation, yes?"

    After we settled into position, Yang Hyewon sat within my reach.

    "Yes."

    "What's your proficiency level?"

    "It's just over 2% now."

    It had only been two days since Kim Yul had recounted Yang Hyewon's tale late at night; it wasn't a bad achievement.

    'Looks like she's been practicing consistently.'

    I beckoned for Yang Hyewon to come closer.

    Although I offered to teach, my own experience had only been theoretical.

    All I had done was instruct Ethan through private comments or post on the community.

    Some trial and error would be necessary.

    Nevertheless, I wasn't too worried.

    I had faith in the Mana Manipulation proficiency I had painstakingly raised.

    "You know how to focus mana into one area?"

    "I practiced after seeing your post, but there weren't any results. I can circulate it entirely, but...... I can't control specific parts."

    While she seemed adept at circulating it within her body, concentrating it in one spot still seemed beyond her expertise.

    Pondering over the teaching method, I grabbed Yang Hyewon's shoulders.

    I then attempted to push my mana into her body.

    The result was a failure.

    'The resistance is quite strong.'

    Instead of going inside, the mana scattered to the sides.

    It felt like a rejection stemming from the fact that the entity possessing the mana was different.

    'After all, mana is akin to vitality, a life force. Allowing another being's power into one's body isn't natural.'

    Indeed, absorbing mana after killing something generates considerable resistance. Although I had adapted enough not to be perturbed during battles, the process of absorbing mana wasn't a pleasant experience.

    'Directly feeding mana into someone's body is implausible, huh.'

    In that case, I'd have to find another method.

    I spread my mana broadly over Yang Hyewon's body.

    Perhaps aware of something foreign, Yang Hyewon's shoulders twitched.

    'As expected.'

    Since Transparency involved overlaying mana, I had anticipated that this would work.

    "Can you feel it?"

    "Yes, it's like something's moving across my skin......."

    The ability to sense my mana even in this manner was a good sign.

    Today's session wouldn't be too taxing, it seemed.

    "Focusing mana on a specific area feels like thrusting it to one side, but...."

    That didn't mean recklessly channeling it to one spot.

    Circulation should continue even in the part to be enhanced.

    One had to understand the basic premise that mana's movement never stops once the operation begins.

    "It's not about recklessly forcing it into one spot. It's about controlling it to move only in the desired area."

    Imagine walking in the desired direction while juggling.

    "Let's start with the left arm."

    It took Yang Hyewon just over an hour to emulate my mana flow.

    "Think of this mana circulation as air rotating within a taut balloon."

    "Yes."

    Despite the sweat dotting her forehead, Yang Hyewon concentrated on my explanation.

    "Materialization is akin to puncturing that balloon."

    "A puncture?"

    I nodded, raising my hand to shoulder height.

    Letting the mana whirling swiftly within the body escape through a hole I made.

    That was the basic principle I had established for materialization.

    "If you make the hole small, like this."

    Red mana began creeping out from my right index finger.

    "Wow."

    Kim Yul, who was sitting nearby watching them, expressed admiration.

    "Conversely, if you make the hole large."

    The mana that emerged only from my fingertip gradually covered my entire hand and then flowed from my whole body.

    "You can materialize through the entire body like this."

    However, there was an important aspect to remember during materialization.

    "The speed of mana operation inside must not decrease even in this situation."

    If a hole opened beside the whirling mana in a tightly shut space, the mana would escape, naturally reducing internal pressure.

    To put it metaphorically, it would feel like losing the propulsion force that sent the mana out.

    I placed my hand back on Yang Hyewon's shoulder, demonstrating once more.

    "Uhh......."

    She was sweating profusely as she endeavored to mimic me.

    Though she appeared to struggle, I was confident she would succeed.

    'She has more talent than Ethan.'

    Initially floundering from not knowing what to do, once shown the method, she quickly caught on.

    It seemed the speed at which she'd raised her Mana Manipulation wasn't mere happenstance.

    After instructing Yang Hyewon on what to practice, I turned to Kim Yul, who was perched nearby.

    "You come too."

    "Huh? Me too? Weren't you only teaching nuna?"

    If Yang Hyewon had struggled to keep up, I'd have thought that way.

    I didn't want to invest too much time in them.

    However, Yang Hyewon was keeping up rather well with just a demonstration.

    Thankfully, this would likely finish sooner than expected.

    Therefore, I decided also to teach Kim Yul about Mana Manipulation, closing this chapter cleanly.

    'I should investigate the content about indirectly or directly contributing to survival rates.'

    There had been no notification during my session with Yang Hyewon.

    'No need to explain the reasoning explicitly.'

    Without further words, I beckoned silently, and Kim Yul approached eagerly.

    After guiding Kim Yul in Mana Manipulation similarly, I opened the auction window.

    It was to check if I could resell the potion I'd bought at a discount.

    'Previously, selling it to Ethan for 1 mana was possible.'

    Unfortunately, the system appeared smarter than to fall for it.

    "Products purchased at a discount price cannot be registered in the auction window."

    'Thought I'd turn a quick profit in mana.'

    They'd already blocked that avenue. I closed the auction window after confirming the registration prohibition message.

    Objectively, it was a fair restriction for balance adjustment.

    Regardless, the system sniping left a sour taste.

    'Damned system.'

    I muttered out of habit and began my personal training.

    I demonstrated again if Kim Yul or Yang Hyewon lost their grasp and required assistance.

    While they each practiced and honed their skills, I repeatedly worked on extending the duration of materialization.

    After approximately three more hours had passed.

    "It popped up!"

    Kim Yul leapt from my seat with a shout.

    「You've directly contributed to increasing a player's survival rate. Reputation increases by 0.5.」

    Following that, a system message appeared.

    'This is the difference between directly and indirectly contributing to increasing a player's survival.'

    There's a distinction in reputation scores.

    'In terms of time efficiency, indirect contributions are better.'

    The community posts target unspecified masses.

    The larger the player base, the more reputation one can accumulate through distributing the guidebook.

    There's no need to dash around trying to contribute directly.

    'Let's continue writing the guidebook.'

    Maintain the lead and consistently provide information.

    Reaching a reputation of over ten thousand would be swift.

    That day's session proved quite successful.

    By the time I got up to leave, Yang Hyewon managed to faintly materialize her mana, and an additional 0.5 was added to my reputation.

    Essentially, I had taught both Mana Manipulation and materialization as promised.

    With that, my role came to an end.

    Before parting ways, the two contacted the National Intelligence Service in my presence.

    I watched as the agent I had seen at the café previously took them away before turning on my heel.

    * * *

    On the ninth day since Han Changshik's death, a countdown appeared at dawn.

    ≪Important Notice≫

    If the mission isn't progressed within 24 hours under the new regulation, it will commence forcibly.

    Timer: 24:00:00

    It thus became certain. From now on, all players would have to undertake at least one mission every ten days.

    I felt no need to wait the full 24 hours.

    I had waited simply to confirm that the ten-day regulation applied to me as well.

    Therefore, I embarked on a level 3 mission as soon as the sun rose.

    「The hall is opening.」

    「Entering the mission area.」

    「This location is not a protected zone for players.」

    「You are the first to pass through the novice section. Reputation increases by 5.」

    Upon entry, I immediately wielded my cross-bladed spear.

    The first thing that hit me was the thick scent of brine.

    Followed by a chirping sound of insects somewhere.

    The faint popping sound of water bubbles bursting.

    The sough of rustling underbrush.

    However, instead of immediately scanning my surroundings, I focused on the message that popped up.

    It had been a while, yet the mission entry message was slightly different.

    'Where's the Barrier message gone to?'

    Setting aside the unfamiliar sentence for now, the absence of the usual Barrier notice when entering missions caught my attention.

    Furrowing my brow while examining the message window, I began to have an uneasy feeling, causing me to look up.

    When I looked past the dense unknown vegetation surrounding me and toward the sky.

    "Ha!"

    A voice of complicated perplexity slipped out.

    I distinctly remembered starting the mission after seeing the sunrise, but the sky here was pitch-black.

    Thanks to this, I could confirm the hypothesis I had developed during my first foray into a level 2 mission.

    This wasn't Earth.

    As evidence, two differently sized, icy-blue moons hung in the dark sky.

    Damned System.
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    Apart from the disappearance of the barrier, the Level 3 mission differed in many ways from previous missions.

    The most noticeable difference was the absence of a restriction on the number of participants.

    Moreover, the mission objectives had changed.

    MISSION

    「03-143」

    Destroy all connections linked to the hall.

    • Connection (0/1)

    「Rewards」

    Select one of the following rewards.

    • Mana 60, reputation 3

    • Attribute Mana 30, reputation 6

    (※ Special reward for ranking 1st in Reputation, rewards will be doubled upon mission success.)

    The addition of reputation to the rewards was expected.

    There was a phrase in the public announcement that stated, "All acts directly contributing to the closure of the hall."

    In fact, my reputation increased by the number of missions I had completed when the update involving reputation was carried out.

    It was only natural that it now appeared in the reward list.

    Thus, there was no need to pay particular attention to this aspect.

    I skipped over the expected content and examined the unexpected parts.

    'Connection.'

    What was this? I repeatedly checked the details of the mission using Mana Detection for reconnaissance.

    'There's no enemy elimination count...'

    But even before I could thoroughly analyze the changed part, I sensed the presence of mana nearby.

    These were smaller in size but more numerous than the monsters I had seen at Level 2.

    'Six from the start.'

    Their exact location was below me.

    At first, I thought there were monsters underground.

    But when I turned my gaze to confirm the direction of the monsters, I realized it was a misconception.

    'A pond...'

    No, it would be more accurate to call it a swamp.

    This place was more difficult to secure visibility compared to previous mission sites filled with trees.

    Taller than me, the grass jutted above the water's surface.

    They were plants with leaves shaped like circular fans.

    'They look like lotus leaves.'

    I quietly observed the water's edge, where the roots of the unknown plants were submerged.

    Specifically, the surface, blackened as if infused with darkness.

    Floating in the direction where the Mana Detection had registered the monsters was something in an inverted triangle shape.

    Red eyes indistinguishable between the sclera and pupils.

    Shiny, reptilian-like leather.

    A long tongue flicking out occasionally from the water.

    'A snake?'

    I tightened my grip on my spear, facing off with the creature, its head just above the water.

    In the meantime, other creatures detected by Mana began to approach me.

    The quiet surroundings amplified the sound of water splashing each time the monsters moved.

    Their positions were in the swamp on the left side of a mud path exposed above the water.

    One, two, three, and finally six in number.

    All the creatures within my 300-meter range surfaced above the water.

    They were close enough to be seen with the naked eye.

    Positioned between tall grass, six pairs of red gleaming eyes flicked their tongues and stared intently at me.

    It was a poor move to enter the water without knowing how these monsters looked.

    If they were snake-like, they might constrict me.

    Throwing my spear was not an ideal option either, risking losing the weapon.

    'If I can't go in, I must make them come out.'

    As soon as I lowered the spear I had held ready for stabbing, the water shifted more dynamically.

    The monsters, as if preparing to rush at me, began to move back and forth within the water.

    It wasn't easy tracking their positions with my eyes due to the dense plant stems and the ripple of the water's surface.

    'If I didn't have Mana Detection, it would have been quite the struggle.'

    The terrain and environment were not favorable for me.

    I clicked my tongue inwardly, dipping the cross-blade tip of my spear slightly into the water.

    "Learn firsthand why an electric shock is dangerous, you bastards."

    Sparks leapt from my fingertips, quickly enveloping the spear.

    "Shhh!"

    As a result, the monsters lurking underwater began to thrash like fish pulled from the water.

    * * *

    Triangular heads, slightly forked tongues, and jaws that opened up to 180 degrees.

    Four legs with webbed feet, sharp claws, and tails as thick as my thighs.

    The new monsters bore a resemblance to crocodiles.

    Yet, they couldn't be classified as such.

    These creatures could walk bipedally.

    When upright, they reached up to my chest.

    'Jumping out from the water is annoying.'

    I clicked my tongue again, thrusting a dagger into the mouth of a monster that had just launched itself from the water at high speed.

    I seized the opportunity to kick aside another creature lunging to bite my hand from the side.

    Whenever a monster died, corrupted mana was absorbed as if on cue.

    「You've successfully eliminated an enemy.」

    「27 corrupted mana has been absorbed.」

    「You've successfully eliminated an enemy.」

    「29 corrupted mana has been absorbed.」

    A crease formed on my brow involuntarily. The message indicating mana collection was not appearing.

    I glanced at the message window with a complicated feeling.

    But glancing alone couldn't reveal the reason.

    In the end, all I could do was put it behind me.

    The creatures' mana ranged from the high 20s to the low 30s.

    'They have more mana than polar bears.'

    By the mana reserve alone, these entities were stronger than polar bears.

    A normal human would die before engaging physically.

    I tackled the monsters shooting out of the water like arrows diligently without easing my guard.

    Just in time, one had crawled up the land and attempted to bite my shin, so I stomped on it firmly.

    Crack.

    With a monotonous sound, the skull of the creature beneath my foot caved in completely.

    "Phew."

    A few minutes into the battle, all six monsters targeting me lay dead.

    'The Chaos gauge is approximately 0.4%.'

    Thanks to the increased mana reserve, the rise in the Chaos gauge had significantly slowed.

    Unlike during the Promotion Test, there was no intense emotional turmoil.

    From my previous experience, the threshold where I directly experienced mental corruption was from the early 30% range.

    From that point, hallucinations and a tendency for violence began to manifest.

    At 50%, I occasionally used violence unknowingly, such as kicking instinctively.

    'Despite having some leeway, there's no need to leave corrupted mana unchecked.'

    I wiped off the black blood from my longsword and dagger while activating Purification.

    Instead of leaving immediately, I examined a monster's corpse.

    The one pierced in the neck with the dagger was the most intact.

    In contrast to the creatures seen during the Promotion Test and at Level 2, which were riddled with needle-like teeth in the roof of their mouths, these had teeth only along the jawline like crocodiles.

    After examining its overall appearance, I moved on to find its weak points.

    'I need to keep writing the guidebook.'

    While I prepared for Level 3, Ethan and Lily had already completed a Level 2 mission once.

    Leading players were now nearing the graduation point from Level 1.

    It was time to produce the subsequent guidebook for high-level missions.

    To consistently gather reputation, I couldn't afford to slack on information gathering.

    'Let's try stabbing it for starters.'

    I began stabbing various parts of the monster's corpse with the dagger.

    However, there were no specifically weaker areas in the hide.

    The force needed to penetrate the back and belly skin with the dagger was similar.

    Lifting the tail revealed its heft, indicating a blow to the head meant a reserved appointment with a concussion.

    These creatures were indeed stronger than the average human.

    'But they're not comparable to the monsters I saw at Level 2.'

    I could cleave these creatures in two with a single swing without employing materialization.

    Perhaps that was why the battles here felt easier than those at Level 2.

    'Their response time is slower, and they're less strong.'

    After examining the creature's remains, I mulled over the previous battle.

    'Even with six gathered, they didn't attack first.'

    It was only after I provoked them that they charged.

    Even when they charged, it wasn't in a random manner.

    'Are they creatures accustomed to group hunting?'

    This aspect needed more attention in the next battle.

    After tidying up the information, even briefly, I stood up.

    Upon looking at the corpse of the monster I had slain, a crease naturally formed on my brow.

    'This might be chaotic if their numbers increase.'

    Certainly, while they were weaker by themselves, a scenario with dozens attacking at once would be overwhelming.

    With limited hands, I might have to endure getting bitten a few times.

    After confirming the cautions for the following battles, I began to move.

    While moving, I pondered over the unsettling feeling I sensed when examining the monster.

    'Something's odd...'

    Typically in games, as one levels up, the main hunting grounds are distinct.

    And the quality of monsters from those grounds should also elevate.

    The difficulty is supposed to rise gradually like ascending stairs.

    'But the monsters at Level 3 are weaker than those at Level 2?'

    Saying it was purely due to the numbers seemed inadequate, as the discrepancy was too significant.

    Unlike me, who was playing solo, others engaged primarily in party play.

    It should never be considered difficult with the full 15 players.

    'I found the fox creature more troublesome.'

    For without materialization, it was hard to kill.

    Objectively, from an average player's standpoint, level 3 posed a greater convenience.

    'Then why? The configuration seems illogical.'

    Based on my experience, level 1 is a section for raising basic physical capabilities.

    Level 2 is where character building starts in earnest.

    The store comprises a wide variety of low-cost auxiliary skills, and most players likely discern their roles as a dealer, tank, etc., starting at Level 2.

    From this perspective, the game structure seemed well-established.

    Yet, the difficulty configuration appeared off-kilter. While ruminating over the cause, one thing bothered me.

    "Connection..."

    This element was absent from Levels 1 and 2.

    Could this bizarre setup be linked to the connection?

    'Perhaps the levels aren't divided purely by monster strength.'

    Could there be a link with the system message that marked Levels 1 and 2 as beginner sections?

    Once again, unanswerable queries piled up in the corner of my mind today.

    'Frustrating.'

    I habitually swallowed down the near-escaping sigh and started moving.

    The paths unflooded by water were narrow enough for merely one person to walk through.

    That often slipped my foot into the water, causing loud splashes.

    The narrow path hindered my movement and made it slow and bothersome.

    Adding to the issues were the densely packed, spontaneously grown plants obstructing my view.

    I could barely make out the ground I was walking on.

    It felt like wading through a reed forest.

    If it stopped there, I wouldn't swear.

    Blocking my path weren't ordinary plants.

    Their stems were strewn with sharp thorns that caused my clothes to snag repeatedly.

    'They're not deep enough to wound, though.'

    A prick resulted in a stinging pain.

    Eventually, I had to cut through the plants with my sword, clearing a path as I went.

    Meanwhile, more and more monsters began to gather again.

    Although I glanced around, spotting a monster visually proved impossible.

    Only once they drew near was it possible.

    'If this field keeps appearing, Mana Detection is a must.'

    The current field had too many places for monsters to hide compared to previous missions.

    I focused on the mana movements that began encircling me as I moved forward.

    Once about ten monsters gathered, their first attack commenced.

    'These creatures only hunt in packs.'

    This was the moment when I became certain that they never attacked alone.
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    My hands grew busier, and my mind was filled with chaos. Fortunately, the second battle also concluded without major injuries. I had only suffered a bite on my thigh.

    I was mentally exhausted from the battle and purification, yet considering the circumstances, I considered myself to be in a decent state. I consumed a potion to recover from my injuries and attribute mana, then forged ahead.

    It had been 30 minutes since the mission began. The heights of the plants gradually decreased until they barely peeked above the water at a certain point. I had finally left the thorny lotus-leaf colony.

    Unlike before, my view opened up. Sparse, unknown grasses and muddy ground stretched out, with a bog of indeterminate depth. The thick mist clung to the water, obscuring distant views. Nonetheless, the open view was a relief.

    'One cannot tell what's beyond the grass. What a bother.'

    Had it not been for Mana Detection, the mental strain would have been immense. In many ways, it was an unwelcome field. The smell of the water was annoying, and the ground beneath my feet unstable.

    'Others would struggle significantly here.'

    This was not an environment conducive to group battles.

    'Entering as a party meant that having more hands was an advantage over me.'

    As I organized information for the guidebook, I clicked my tongue. The mana that had been within my detection range began to converge.

    This time, I could clearly see the surface of the water splitting in response to the monsters' movement.

    "Tut."

    The situation I had worried about had come to pass.

    'Seventeen, eighteen.'

    The number of monsters continued to increase. This time, I might have to endure significant losses.

    'My attribute mana is about half.'

    If I allocated it well, I thought I might be able to handle this battle.

    Trusting their numbers, they wasted no time. I swung my long sword, splitting the body of the monster that leaped from the water in two. I then retreated to the side, avoiding the ones that rushed at me consecutively.

    "Whew!"

    For a moment, I stepped on something soft, causing my foot to slip. With a splash, my foot plunged into the water. During that process, the mud I had stepped on gave way, revealing a buried object beneath.

    My attention was involuntarily drawn, but there was no time to examine it closely. Four monsters were swimming towards me, slicing through the water. I used the spear I had obtained during the tutorial to stab one of the monsters' heads that reached me first. No sooner had I pulled my foot from the water, than three other monsters jumped out from the swamp on my right.

    They rose rapidly to my shoulder height. I lowered my stance and enveloped the long sword in my right hand with mana. I swung it above my head while directing mana into my left leg.

    By a hair's breadth, the ones that appeared on my left bit my thigh and calf.

    "Tsk."

    When the three monsters, severed in mid-air, spilled black blood. I used the dagger in my left hand to cut the throat of the monster clinging to my thigh. Up next was the one hanging from my left calf. Holding the dagger in reverse, I drove it through the monster's skull in one deft motion.

    However, it was too early to feel relieved. At that moment, the number of monsters caught by Mana Detection continued to rise. The number of creatures charging towards me outstripped the corpses I had slain.

    "You troublesome bastards!"

    Each one, on its own, wasn't much of a threat. They were at a level I could crush barehanded. But when their numbers exceeded thirty, it became difficult.

    The only way to clear them out was by using attribute mana. It wasn't sufficient to incinerate them in one blast, but enough to paralyze them.

    It bought me time to take care of the alligator monsters.

    "Whew, whew."

    While I had numerous injuries, I had avoided any dangerous scenarios. But the physical exertion was more intense than in the Level 2 mission.

    I truly had to keep moving constantly.

    Standing upright, I gasped for breath, the pungent stench of black blood mixing with the fishy smell of water, feeling nauseating enough to make me gag.

    A rough glance at the area where I stood showed over 30 monster corpses floating.

    Having already estimated the number via Mana Detection, seeing them with my own eyes left me astounded.

    'No one withstands being ganged up on.'

    Facing over thirty on my own had again depleted my attribute mana. I guzzled a potion right after the battle ended.

    I also poured the potion generously over the wounds inflicted by the monsters.

    Though the wounds began to heal, my expression remained grim.

    'I need a proper attack or area-effect skill.'

    Otherwise, I'd have to form a party.

    'If my physical condition remains stagnant, advancing to Level 4 alone will be a huge challenge.'

    Clicking my tongue, I swept back my hair, causing black blood to trickle down.

    Relocating to a less monster-laden spot, I washed my face and head haphazardly.

    I returned to the location where I'd first stepped out of the thorny lotus-leaf colony.

    Lowering my stance, I carefully groped around, soon discovering what I was searching for.

    "What was that...?"

    I hadn't imagined it.

    I gritted my teeth and used my dagger to flip over the object half-buried in the mud.

    It revealed white bones within the rotten flesh, along with a broken fingernail at the end.

    This bloated, decomposing piece was undeniably a human hand.

    "Ahh..."

    As I stared at the decomposing hand in silence, I sighed heavily and looked up at the sky, where two blue moons still shone brightly.

    'I was the first player to enter a non-barrier mission zone.'

    Thus, the hand's owner wasn't a player. Likely, it belonged to someone who lived in this world, not Earth.

    Recalling the gold coins I had found during the Level 2 mission, the idea that had been lingering in my mind crystallized.

    'There is civilization and people in this world.'

    My certainty was without doubt or dispute.

    After taking a deep breath, I took off my tattered, thorn-scratched shirt. Ripping it in half, I wrapped it around the decomposing hand.

    "Ugh..."

    I felt its pulpy, mushy texture. It suggested that enough time had passed for rigor mortis to fade. Just touching the hand of a dead person felt disgusting enough.

    The fact that its consistency was hardly different from stewing beef I used to buy from the butcher's morbidly heightened the sensation – enough to send chills down my spine.

    Nevertheless, after wrapping the hand, I took out a bag from the inventory.

    It was the bag where I had stored essentials like clothes and shoes to change into when the mission ended.

    I placed the hand inside and stashed the whole bag back into the inventory.

    There was a straightforward reason I bothered to take this grotesque item with me.

    'I need to confirm.'

    I needed to verify if it was truly a 'human' hand.

    But delving deeply was far too specialized for me alone.

    'I should first talk to Jonghun about this.'

    If that doesn't work out, I'll seek assistance from the NIS for further analysis.

    Even after securing the hand, I didn't leave the spot.

    Instead, I took out the spear from the tutorial and wrapped it in the remaining cloth.

    After soaking it with the oil I carried in the inventory, I lit a fire to create a torch.

    Thus began my thorough search.

    I crawled across the ground, meticulously checking each trace of pressure in the soil.

    Consequently, I discovered tracks of monsters densely clustered in a particular area.

    Following these tracks led me to a distinct footprint.

    "Shoe..."

    It was different from the marks made by webs and claws pressing into the ground. A slightly protruding oval shape, resembling the front end of a shoe.

    Thanks to the multitude of monster tracks, only traces of it were left here and there, but it unmistakably seemed like a human footprint in appearance.

    Crouching next to the footprint, I pondered briefly before rising and extinguishing the flame on my spear. I had started detecting the monsters' mana again from behind.

    'Clear the mission first, verify afterward.'

    Drawing my long sword and dagger, I saw the surface of the distant swamp beginning to ripple.

    'Around 90 left now.'

    Seven gathered nearby. It promised to be a long night.

    * * *

    I discovered traces of the medium about three hours after my entry into the mission zone. By that time, I had slain over 80 monsters and acquired over 2000 additional mana.

    After completing a battle and moving around, monsters would discover me and gather one by one. Then I would hunt them and move again. It was a hunting pattern that had solidified over hours.

    However, since the end of the fifth battle, monsters had stopped gathering.

    '... Why aren't they coming?'

    "Could all the nearby monsters be dead?"

    After waiting a little longer, I decided to relocate.

    After moving for about 30 minutes, I began sensing the presence of monsters' mana one by one in the distance. Preparing for another drive hunt, I moved forward.

    At that point, a massive mana presence abruptly manifested within my detection range.

    "What the..."

    Startled by the sudden event, I halted in my tracks. This mana hadn't appeared from outside the detection range. It suddenly surfaced from within the area.

    Focusing on the mana's location revealed the reason immediately.

    'It seems to be beneath the water.'

    The swamp where the alligator monsters hid wasn't particularly deep.

    'At most about 50 to 60 centimeters.'

    Even if deep, only about 1 or 2 meters.

    But this entity was situated even deeper, dozens of meters below.

    Mana Detection operated with a spherical perception range centered around me. This meant I could only detect mana within a 300-meter radius spherical region. Thus, the vertical range narrowed towards the edges.

    This explained how the entity could abruptly appear within the detection zone. I scrutinized the immense mana, incomparable to the monsters I'd hunted thus far, trying to gauge its scale.

    My point of comparison was the fiercely burning mana of Han Changshik.

    'Is it about half that?'

    In raw numbers, it was about 400 to 500 mana.

    'It seems like a sort of boss creature.'

    "Looks like from Level 3 onwards, there's a raid boss included."

    'None of the monster mana has exceeded a hundred until now.'

    Just as I reached this conclusion, I noticed something peculiar beside the boss monster.

    'What is that?'

    Typically, mana detected by scouting techniques appeared as a burning form. It was the same for normal humans, players, monsters, and even plants.

    As long as they were living entities, they had flickering flame-like mana.

    However, the mana next to this boss monster was swirling.

    'A whirlpool...?'

    Concentrating my senses allowed me to discern the mana's movement more precisely.

    As it turned out, a huge mana assumed the form of a whirlpool, and it was linked to a giant mana suspected to be the monster.

    I realized, 'No, it's absorbing the mana.'

    The whirlpool was siphoning mana toward the monster.

    Understanding the significance of this phenomenon was not hard.

    'Absorb?'

    Could the creature draw in mana like a player?

    Within my mind, a bell began ringing that only I could hear.

    'What the hell is that bastard doing?'

    My expression hardened unwittingly. Hastily, I headed in the direction of the two mana sources.

    As I approached, the creatures around me began exhibiting behaviors different from before. Based on the previous pattern, they should have moved towards me.

    But they remained still, not budging an inch.

    'Why?'

    The scenario was abnormal. A sense of unease, vigilance, and apprehension welled within me. I was undoubtedly more tense than ever since stepping into this mission zone.

    However, as I drew closer to the location of the strange mana form, my heartbeat began to slow down. Almost as if I was quieting myself to avoid being detected.

    Suddenly, the huge mana moved, causing me to shiver.

    Damned System.
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    The creature had approached precisely where I was.

    I hastily retraced my steps back the way I came.

    As soon as I did, the mana that had been gravitating toward my direction stopped in its tracks.

    Rather than retreat further, I stood my ground.

    The boss monster then began to return to its original position.

    Repeating this action a couple of times, I could be sure.

    The creature would react if I approached within a certain distance, but if I withdrew beyond that range, it would not pursue and would instead return.

    "About 50 meters, I suppose..."

    Also, the smaller monsters did not dare to come near the boss monster.

    This indicated that the spot where I was standing was a safe zone.

    The choice was whether to regroup here or to immediately go and kill the creature absorbing mana.

    I assessed the two linked mana flows and gathered my thoughts.

    "There isn't a noticeable increase in mana."

    Therefore, the choice was simple.

    "I'll restore all of the attribute mana before going in."

    The mana of the creature suspected to be the boss monster was at least in the hundreds.

    It was unimaginable how strong the monster could be.

    Even if I confronted it in top condition, it was impossible to predict victory.

    Having made the decision, I sat down and settled on the ground.

    It had already been half a day since entering the mission site.

    I waited for my mana to recover, filling my hunger with the food I had brought.

    "Tsk."

    Today alone, the attribute mana had been depleted four times.

    It was fortunate to have the time to recover like this in between, otherwise, the battles would have been even tougher.

    "My attribute mana is too little."

    The power is excellent, but once I've finished a hunt, it's completely exhausted, which is frustrating.

    At some point, the need for attribute mana became greater than regular mana.

    Regular mana now felt just like currency.

    "My body no longer changes with mana, and there is so much of it that I can use substantial materializations without exhausting it."

    At Level 3, regular mana only indirectly affected an increase in combat power.

    "By purchasing skills or equipment, for instance."

    In contrast, attribute mana directly enhanced combat effectiveness by increasing power and duration.

    This led to a continuous search for a method to quickly and abundantly gather it.

    But no feasible solution emerged.

    From my memory, attribute mana was only obtained when I successfully completed a mission.

    Pondering this new challenge, I focused on the direction where the boss monster resided.

    * * *

    After replenishing my attribute mana, I dashed without delay to the place where the boss monster was.

    I approached using Invisibility just in case, but the creature responded as if it had been waiting for me.

    "It's coming up."

    Invisibility was of no use, so I dispelled it and accelerated my run.

    It was crucial to secure a position before the creature did.

    Fortunately, the reaction seemed more like a deterrent, as the boss monster's rise to the surface wasn't particularly swift.

    Thanks to that, I managed to reach the vast swamp before the creature emerged from the water.

    It appeared almost as large as a school playground.

    "Why is it so wide?"

    After rapidly scanning the surrounding environment, I focused on the presence of the monster.

    In my hand was the spear I acquired during the tutorial.

    Though I hadn't used it much since obtaining the cross-blade spear, today it was necessary.

    This spear was more suited for throwing.

    "Once it appears, I'll strike with a single blow."

    I assumed a throwing position while watching the black shadow approaching through the muddy water.

    The water rippled and sloshed dramatically as the boss monster moved, splattering the ground.

    Yet, the creature did not emerge from the water surface.

    With patience, I awaited the monster to rise from the water.

    However, its patience seemed formidable as well.

    Since I discovered it, the creature remained submerged the entire time.

    "It means it doesn't need to breathe out of water..."

    If true, being dragged in would be perilous.

    Unlike the creature, there was the possibility for me to drown.

    The water depth where I had faced the smaller creatures only reached my knees or thighs, but here it seemed several meters deep.

    There was a clear reason why I should avoid entering the water.

    Yet it was impractical to maintain this stalemate indefinitely.

    A way to provoke it had to be found.

    "Come to think of it, it seemed reluctant to leave that swirling mana alone."

    Reflecting on the boss monster's behavior patterns, I slowly lowered the spear shaft.

    I dipped the spearhead into the water as I did upon first entering this mission site.

    Of course, I didn't use attribute mana this time.

    "No need to waste mana."

    If electricity didn't work effectively on this creature, it would just be wasting mana.

    Fortunately, merely submerging the spearhead earned a reaction.

    The creature's movements within the water grew rougher.

    The ripple effect in the water intensified as if expressing anger.

    Not only did it dislike coming out, but it also despised anyone invading this area.

    Having realized this, I promptly splashed my feet into the water.

    Spla-ash!

    Simultaneously, something as thick as my forearm shot up from the direction of the creature.

    "It's coming!"

    Grabbing the tail moving like a whip, I sensed more weight than expected.

    However, it wasn't enough to cause me harm.

    I wrapped the tongue around my left arm and pulled with all my might.

    The resistance was substantial, plunging my feet into the soft ground.

    Gritting my teeth and exerting strength, the creature began to emerge from its watery concealment.

    The exterior of the beast that materialized was similar to the smaller creatures.

    Its head, however, was as large as my torso.

    "It seems about 2 or 3 meters long in total."

    Before I could grimace at its size, the spear I had thrown embedded itself near the creature's left front foot.

    "Shaak!"

    Though I aimed for its head, the creature twisted, resulting in a missed shot.

    Moreover, it penetrated shallower than I desired.

    If the hide were similar to that of the smaller monsters, it would have fully pierced through.

    Adding insult to injury, as the creature squirmed, the spear extracted itself.

    "Tsk."

    My face scrunched up with frustration. What a stubborn hide.

    "If that's the case, I'll have to pull it closer."

    From then on, a tug of war between the boss monster and me commenced.

    The tug was significant, making it no small task.

    "Tsk."

    Deploying attribute mana, I managed to stiffen the creature.

    "Huff!"

    With the creature momentarily rigid, I pulled it with all my might, causing the creature, nearly 3 meters long, to lift off the ground.

    Soon, as the paralysis dissipated, the monster severed its own tongue with its teeth.

    "This damn thing?"

    A chuckle escaped me. It didn't hesitate for a second in mutilating itself.

    I was astounded, but the beast was already well away from the water.

    If it wanted to cut its body, I wouldn't stop it.

    I rushed toward the creature descending headfirst toward the ground.

    In my right hand was a longsword, and a dagger in my left.

    Just as I closed the remaining distance, thud, the large creature landed on the ground.

    The muddy water pooled here and there splashed in every direction.

    As a result, my view was obstructed as something as thick as my waist sailed toward me.

    "Right!"

    The longsword, veiled in red mist, pierced through the creature's tail effortlessly.

    "I'll pin it down here!"

    In the manner of anchoring paper with a thumbtack, I drove the longsword into the ground.

    The tail was slick with a strange mucous, making it slippery.

    But once the sword pierced through, slipping was no longer a concern.

    Although the tail squirmed violently, I quelled its resistance using strength while infusing the longsword with attribute mana.

    I aimed to paralyze it and seize the opportunity to cut off its life.

    However, as blue sparks erupted, another laugh slipped out.

    The monster had severed its tail and fled again.

    The only thing left was the tail, charring and releasing wisps of smoke.

    "Now it's the tail, huh?"

    It seemed more a lizard than a crocodile after all.

    I clicked my tongue but swiftly gave chase to the fleeing creature.

    Having sacrificed both tongue and tail, it now had no choice but to engage in close combat.

    As I drew near, it turned its head.

    Should it bite me, my body would be rent in half.

    I kicked its snout aside and slashed horizontally with the dagger in my left hand.

    Its side split open, spewing black blood.

    The only thing left was to move within the longsword's range and decapitate its neck, and it would be over!

    "Shaaaaaa!"

    The creature suddenly flipped over, wildly jerking its head in all directions, opening its mouth wide.

    The distance between the beast and me was minimal.

    Merely a downward slash would suffice to cut off its jaw with the longsword.

    But before I could swing, a viscous green liquid gushed out from within its mouth.

    "Wh-what!"

    While retreating, I hastily crafted a Barrier.

    The liquid spewed by the creature engulfed the Barrier almost instantly.

    "Hah!"

    Immediately, white steam rose off the Barrier as it began to erode.

    Sssssss...

    The sound mirrored placing meat on a heated grill.

    "... It's acid."

    Whether hydrochloric or sulfuric, its precise composition was unknown, but contact would be perilous.

    Thankfully, I managed to evade while the Barrier disintegrated.

    Though the creature stood in its own acidic pool, it seemed unbothered.

    "No wonder it was so slippery."

    Apparently, the mucous coating its skin allowed it to withstand the acidic component.

    As I scowled, the creature began spraying fluid in every direction.

    It appeared resolved to prevent me from approaching.

    Escaping the acidic barrage, I retreated a few more steps.

    Then, the creature began slinking toward a particular direction.

    My expression froze over.

    The direction the creature headed toward lay the water.

    "It's trying to flee."

    That thing intended to submerge itself.

    "Absolutely not."

    Once in the water, it might never emerge on its own.

    I could very well be forced to enter the water.

    That scenario would place me at a significant disadvantage.

    Without further thought, I grasped a spear and gathered attribute mana at my feet.

    Using Invisibility as I launched into the air, I evaded the acidic spread.

    Springing over the acid-laden ground, the creature accelerated its pace.

    It appeared to intend on barring my path with the acid.

    Fortunately, more of the sprays flew off-target, unable to precisely pinpoint my location.

    The few that sailed my way were easily dodged mid-air by adjusting my trajectory.

    In the meantime, I drew close enough that I could strike from above.

    "Injury is unavoidable."

    When utilizing a Barrier, I couldn't attack.

    Hence, the moment I lunged to pierce it, the Barrier had to be lowered.

    Intent on an aggressive approach, I descended upon the creature's neck.

    Sensing my presence, the beast raised its head in my direction.

    The crimson mist swirling around the spear as it plunged, the creature shot forth more bodily fluid.

    Simultaneously, I kicked off with my left foot, pivoted in mid-air.

    Landed on the creature's side, deployed a Barrier.

    The ceaseless flow of liquid from the creature's maw coated the Barrier and ate through it.

    Through the dissolving Barrier, my spear pierced the creature's nape, drenching me in green liquid in succession.

    "Haaagh!"

    "Kaagh!"

    Agonizing flame danced across my left shoulder, back, side, as well as my arms, hands, and down to my thighs.

    The skin began dissolving, emitting the acrid scent of burning flesh.

    Even in excruciating pain, I refused to yield my grip on the spear.

    Instead, I clung tighter to the shaft, channeling all remaining attribute mana.

    With around a hundred units of Lightning attribute mana manifesting in a single instance, blue light flared in all directions.

    The body of the creature, impaled by my spear, convulsed violently with each spasmodic jerk.

    Flung about from side to side as I clung to the monstrous beast, blue sparks began to dissipate, yet the system message had not appeared.

    Thus, brandishing the longsword, I resorted to utilizing materialization once more.

    With the blade wrapped in a red mist, it streaked toward the partially severed neck of the monster.
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    Swick-!

    「You have successfully eliminated the enemy.」

    「459 corrupted mana is absorbed.」

    Only after the monster's head had completely detached from its body did the system notification appear.

    There was no time to feel the mana being absorbed.

    I practically tossed aside my spear and sword, retreating backward.

    Even as the soles of my shoes melted and white smoke began to rise, it didn't register to me.

    The flesh where the monster's fluid had touched was nearly melted, leaving my skin deathly pale.

    Cold sweat poured down in response to the unbearable pain.

    "Eugh..."

    The left arm and hand, where the flesh had melted away, revealed the bone beneath.

    With trembling hands, I hastily poured a potion over the wounded area.

    However, for some reason, the recovery was slow.

    It was only after I poured three bottles of potion that new flesh began to form.

    By the time I had escaped the area covered in the green liquid, the pain was no longer the issue.

    The itchiness was driving me insane.

    I had once heard that severe itchiness could feel like torture, and it was true.

    The urge was so strong that I wanted to reach into my head and scratch my brain.

    Gripping my wounded hand tightly did little to ease the horrendous sensation.

    I knelt on the ground, bowed my head, and endured.

    How much time passed like that?

    "Hah, ha..."

    Gradually, the pain and itchiness subsided.

    When I lifted my head to inspect the wound, it had healed quite a bit.

    Exhausted and limp for a while, I confirmed that the wounds were not severe.

    Fluid had splattered on my cheeks and ears, causing the flesh to melt.

    After tending to all the small wounds, four bottles of potion had vanished.

    "Haha..."

    This was the first time I had gotten hurt this badly since the second tutorial.

    The pain that had dominated me just a few minutes ago was still vividly remembered.

    Though the aftermath left my hands trembling, I couldn't remain seated any longer.

    Tiptoe, tiptoe.

    That was because the mana began creeping into my detection range little by little.

    Perhaps they sensed that the boss monster had vanished, as they gathered without giving me a moment's rest.

    I absorbed and purified the corrupted mana in bulk, forcing my heavy body up.

    Then, I approached the site where the boss monster's corpse lay.

    By overturning the soil with a dagger, I created a path that allowed me to move without sacrificing my shoes.

    "Now, I've got to spend on equipment too."

    The longsword lying beside the monster's corpse was half-melted.

    With the handle bubbling and vanishing, it was no longer usable.

    Resolving to abandon the sword, I turned my gaze to find a spear that hadn't melted despite being drenched in the monster's fluid.

    'How is it different from the longsword that it remains intact?'

    Setting aside yet another growing question, I pulled out clothes from my inventory to grasp the spearshaft.

    These clothes were originally intended for a change after the mission.

    But sacrificing clothing was better than touching it with bare hands.

    Fsssh.

    The clothing that touched the spearshaft began to melt.

    Only after rinsing off the fluid in a nearby puddle could I grab the spear with my bare hands.

    While I was rearming, the small monsters had crept quite close.

    The ensuing fight didn't last long.

    Only after dispatching them did I approach the water's edge once more.

    What I felt from within the water was swirling mana, along with a few very small mana presences.

    'If it's this size, it must be a plant.'

    There were no dangerous creatures deep within the water.

    I waded into the water.

    Even though my body had changed, I couldn't transcend the fundamental limitations of human beings.

    Securing visibility in the murky water was impossible.

    For ordinary people, finding something without any equipment in there would have been difficult.

    Fortunately, I had a skill that could substitute for advanced equipment.

    I closed my eyes and relied on mana detection.

    Upon diving towards the bottom, I realized anew how deep this swamp was.

    'It must be at least 20 meters deep.'

    That's a daunting depth for me previously.

    The deeper I went, the colder the water became, but now I could advance without much difficulty.

    As I fought against my body wanting to float back up and finally touched the bottom, I reached toward the direction where I sensed the swirling mana.

    I didn't know what I was grasping, but the object felt slippery and hard.

    Clutching it, I made my way back to the surface.

    "Puh!"

    Emerging from the water and opening my eyes, I saw what I had brought with me.

    「Connection」

    A connection linked with 03-143 Hall.

    Destroying it will close the hall.

    Beyond the system window was an iron shield rusted all over.

    It had been abandoned underwater, covered in weeds, with a white lump tangled in the ends of the weeds.

    "Truly astonishing..."

    At first glance, it looked like a human skull.

    Momentarily speechless at its sight, I picked it up with rough hands.

    "Is it some kind of bonus?"

    Why did it have to drag along something so creepy?

    With almost a sense of resignation, I shoved the skull into the inventory.

    I planned to analyze it along with the rotten hand I had collected a few hours ago.

    Once I had gathered everything I needed, I pulled the weeds off the shield.

    The engraved designs on the outside resembled a bird.

    'A bird of prey?'

    The coin had a mammal engraved on it, but this was avian.

    The decoration on the inside was also a bird.

    It was just the size of a thumbnail, but the material was likely gold.

    As I quietly stared at it, I prepared to head back to land with the shield.

    Though I wished to retrieve the sunken spear, it seemed likely to waste time unnecessarily.

    'Unless I had diving goggles or something.'

    It would be difficult finding the sunken spear just by feel.

    Emerging from the water, the droplets splattered, soaking the area around me.

    "Hoo."

    Having come ashore, kneeling down, I reviewed my thoughts.

    The system, the updates, and the mysterious Trait.

    Adding the item description window, code-named missions, bounty missions, and finally forced mission execution.

    And on top of all that, the grueling ordeal I just went through.

    "I'm really sick of this..."

    I couldn't understand why I had to go through all this.

    It felt like being forced to sacrifice without knowing what it was for.

    I reached my limit of being jerked around whenever I understood less.

    Ever since I started this game, how much has become clear?

    In my view, I had a right to know why I had to endure this.

    Yet the system shoved me into danger without any explanation.

    I couldn't forgive its selfish behavior.

    'Considering I'm being used here.'

    When I considered the big picture, the system was clearly using the player.

    'One thing's for sure, closing halls is part of the system's objectives.'

    Realizing this, I stared coldly at the void surrounding me today.

    "Hah."

    Every time I thought about the system forcing its way into my life, anger boiled over.

    The animosity toward the system beyond the void was unwavering.

    Today, alongside anger, there was contempt.

    A bastard intruding into my life and using me with no regard.

    But regrettably, I had no idea how to escape this game.

    I wasn't even allowed the option of not participating in missions.

    No matter how much I refused, every ten days, I would be dragged back into this unfamiliar land.

    Should I continue to be pushed around like this?

    Should I just roll over and play along with a system that used me at its whims?

    'Don't make me laugh.'

    Grinding my teeth, a chilling noise emanated.

    If this damned system was going to use me, then I should do the same.

    How should I go about using this damned system?

    Piece by piece, a good idea came to mind.

    'I haven't been able to work for nine days.'

    For now, the 1.6 billion won from selling the loot was intact, but realistically, it's not a huge amount of money.

    If our family of three spent it, it could run out in 1 or 2 years.

    'I should start investing, but I also need extra income.'

    I have the duty to support my family.

    However, as the game's level progresses, continuing work alongside it becomes difficult.

    Even training in minute intervals for 24 hours a day resulted in such injuries.

    Trying to work on top of that is risking my life.

    The time I invested in this game.

    The time I will have to sacrifice.

    And the things I missed and will miss due to it, when I organized these clearly, my thoughts became clear.

    'Three years isn't long.'

    If I continue to let the game consume my time, affording the twins' university tuition would be a dream.

    In case I die an untimely death, I need to prepare a way for my siblings to survive.

    'While I plan to avoid dying, I need to consider the worst-case scenario.'

    With my thoughts reaching this far, what I needed to extract from the system became clear.

    While tearing off the golden decoration from the inside of the shield, I swept a hand over my face.

    'If the system is truly watching me.'

    If my prior assumptions were correct, then maybe it could hear me.

    This was also an opportunity to verify if the system was really watching me.

    "Hey."

    I toyed with the bird-shaped half-golden decoration in my hand and spoke.

    "Don't you have more of these?"

    There was no answer to my question. But I wouldn't back down.

    "You bastard, not answering, huh?"

    The system foolishly revealed its weakness to me.

    I had no intention of kindly overlooking it with a benign and beautiful heart.

    In a teasing tone, I added,

    "Do you want to see me only doing missions once every ten days?"

    The system already showed that it was interested in missions.

    In that situation, I declared that I wouldn't fully cooperate using the game's rules.

    If it truly was obsessed with missions, it would have to respond.

    'What will you do?'

    Depending on the system's reaction, at least one thing would become clear.

    If the system was unaffected by my threat, it could force a mission again or update the game file by reducing the grace period.

    However, if there was no update?

    'It means there's a restriction.'

    The suspicion I harbored since the fourth update would be confirmed.

    I crafted several scenarios based on the system's response.

    Meanwhile, quite a bit of time passed.

    Yet, the system remained silent.

    Within that silence, contempt, anger, and frustration steadily built up.

    I clenched the small gold ornament in my hand and muttered.

    "Answer me."

    The emotions that had accumulated while being forced into sacrifice were by no means light.

    "Who are you to use me at will?"

    The low, sunken voice rippled with emotions I could not conceal.

    And they gradually became more agitated.

    "If you want to use me, compensate me adequately for my efforts and time!"

    And when I finally unleashed what had been building up inside me,

    "The name of the Trait ????? changes to Capitalism."

    "The Trait Capitalism is activated."

    "The system switches to a support type. Support target player Kang Hyunwoo."

    "Commencing search."

    "Progress 1%"

    .....

    "Progress 100%"

    "A list of recommended missions suitable for the support target is provided."

    Finally, a response came back.

    Damned System
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    Since the start of the game, I had only smiled contentedly twice.

    "The first was when I got loot worth ten million won, and the next was loot worth a billion."

    And now, I faced an even better situation than in both of those experiences.

    03-159 「Loot worth 200 million won」

    03-188 「Loot worth 5 million won」

    03-293 「Loot worth 18 million won」

    03-255 「Loot worth 70 million won」

    04-1965 「Loot worth 310 million won」

    04-2487 「Loot worth 864 million won」

    ......

    The recommended mission list was filled with blatant statements.

    These were the potential tangible gains I could acquire through this game.

    Nevertheless, I did not smile like before.

    The system had brazenly declared its intention to use me.

    「Offering what I want while telling me not to have second thoughts and just focus on the missions.」

    To get the loot, I needed to clear those missions.

    And that would directly benefit the system.

    "It feels disgusting."

    Still, it was better than before.

    "I, too, could now use the system."

    At least it was no longer a one-sided sacrifice I was forced to endure.

    "I found a way to earn money and confirmed they can't update at will."

    Previously, I was only being manipulated with nothing to show for it, but now it felt like significant progress.

    I was glad I didn't hold back and took my chances.

    I took a deep breath and started scanning through the recommended mission list.

    I began memorizing the numbers of the recommended missions.

    This damned system could remove the list at any moment.

    Even though I obtained what I wanted, that did not mean I trusted the system.

    I needed to protect my livelihood with my own hands.

    'I should memorize up to level 4 for now.'

    Just as I crammed the numbers into my mind, the system window disappeared as if waiting for it.

    When I tried to open the mission window, the recommended list was not visible.

    What I half-expected happened.

    If I had simply trusted this thing and stayed still, I would've ended up with nothing again.

    'As always, there's nothing about it that I like.'

    I clicked my tongue and began inspecting the shield on the ground.

    "Connection."

    The boss monster I just killed seemed like a small monster-like entity.

    But it was much stronger and bigger than a small monster.

    Could it have transformed by absorbing the mana accumulated in this connection?

    "Even though I almost didn't feel any change in mana while observing."

    I carefully observed the vortex of mana sensed through detection.

    Perhaps because the monster that was absorbing the mana was gone, it was easier to see the flow.

    The mana, moving from the edge towards the center, was gradually disappearing.

    "Where is it going?"

    As I mulled over the question, the word explaining this connection caught my attention.

    "Hole."

    One of those things that the system, obsessed with literal translations, did not bother translating and simply marked.

    "A hole generally occurs between originally disconnected spaces or areas, doesn't it?"

    So then, where exactly was this hole marking a break?

    To find an answer to the mystery, I looked up at the sky, which had turned bluish and brightened.

    Though I couldn't see it now, there had definitely been two moons floating up there.

    Could the hole in question be drilled in this world?

    "If the mana is leaking through that hole..."

    It seemed like a plausible guess at first glance.

    If that were the case, what lies beyond this hole?

    "Could it be... Earth?"

    At the mention of the short word, my mouth started running dry.

    If this hole was really connected to Earth, could only mana pass through?

    "I've already crossed from Earth to here."

    If my being able to come here was thanks to that so-called 'hole'...

    Doesn't this mean that whatever exists here could also travel back to Earth?

    "No, it might be something the system has already tinkered with."

    I tried to deny it, but imaginings filled my mind and wouldn't fade away easily.

    "Hey, what exactly is this hole thing? Does it have anything to do with why I'm here?"

    In my nervousness, I even tried asking the system.

    But perhaps because I had no leverage over it? The system didn't give me an answer.

    I urged it several times but received no sound or message in return.

    "Yeah, you're still the same bastard."

    I laughed bitterly while closing my eyes. The essence of the system had not changed.

    It would just use me without any explanation or justification.

    The recommended list was shown to eventually make me take on missions.

    I couldn't forget that fact.

    "I have no choice but to find out myself."

    I shook my head as if to rid myself of the hardened expression on my face.

    "For now, let's not limit our range of thoughts."

    The hole was an issue I couldn't be certain of with the information I had.

    The fact that the boss monster became stronger than an ordinary entity due to the mana gathered around this connection was only my guess.

    Nothing was certain.

    After organizing the newly acquired information and questions carefully, I stood up.

    I threw away my worn-out military boots, whose soles had melted away, and put on sneakers from the inventory.

    I also donned a jacket with a hole in it, as I retrieved it earlier.

    I tried to stash the shield into the inventory before departing but it was to no avail.

    "It doesn't fit."

    I gathered the laces still attached to the boots and tied them to the shield handle, slinging it across my waist.

    Only then could I start moving.

    The destination was the area around the thorny lotus grove from where I had discovered human footprints.

    "This mission can only end by destroying the connection."

    This meant there was time to look around the area safely after dealing with the creatures.

    Moreover, there was no barrier limiting the mission area.

    "Follow the footprints."

    I needed to see if I could find something out.

    "Four liters of water, a day's worth of food."

    If I rationed, it would last until the next afternoon. Even if I used it all, I could buy more from the shop.

    "They sell things like bread and water."

    I had the means to endure even if it became a prolonged battle.

    But when I finally returned to where I discovered the footprints, I couldn't easily move on.

    There was a problem holding back my pursuit of these traces.

    "The old man would worry."

    If I returned late, I could easily imagine what thoughts would cross Jonghun's mind.

    "He knows that I could die."

    Would it be okay to make him wait in uncertainty for several hours, perhaps even days?

    It would also be difficult to explain my absence to my younger siblings.

    "It has already been over five or six hours."

    I stood before the footprints, lost in thought.

    There was a way to contact Jonghun.

    However, it involved exposing Jonghun's personal information, and there was a chance it could unveil my identity in the process.

    I opened the chat window while absent-mindedly staying put.

    - K: What are you doing?

    The reply came back shortly.

    - Kj: Currently in special forces real combat martial arts training. I'm totally flying around! Haven't you started level 3 yet, hyung? It isn't over yet?

    - K: It will take a while.

    - Kj: Oh... is it super tough?

    - K: No, but I have something to check. Because of that, I have a request.

    - Kj: ㅇㅇ What is it?

    - K: Is your phone being monitored?

    - Kj: They don't take it in to check, but they do look at the communication records. An agent nuna I've gotten close to gave me a hint!

    - K: Then, is there anyone trustworthy or discreet among the party members outside?

    - Kj: Outside the National Intelligence Service? Besides Bunny nuna and Namkyu?

    - K: ㅇㅇ

    - Kj: Then Yokai hyung! Not exactly discreet, but kind of weak-hearted. I've been with him since I formed a party with Assa hyung, and he's not sly enough to stab me in the back.

    Jonghun was someone who had filled the void left by my father after my parents passed away.

    I couldn't let him lose sleep worrying that I might have died.

    'I must get word across so that he can provide an explanation to the twins.'

    Moreover, I had already met Kim Yul, and he was someone I would continue to be involved with.

    If I kept getting ahead of him and gave him benefits, he wouldn't double-cross easily.

    - K: Without getting caught by the National Intelligence Service, can you contact the player called Yokai and let him know that I'm alive?

    This time, the reply came back a beat late.

    - Kj: I'm honestly a bit surprised. Thought you'd never reveal your personal information.

    - K: I'd prefer not to, obviously. How about 10 potions as hush money?

    - Kj: I will make sure to keep the secret, sir. Who should I pass the message to?

    - K: 010-6695-XXXX. Just call and let them know the person who entered the game is alive.

    - Kj: Only I and Yokai hyung know this number in the world. And I won't even mention you to Yokai hyung! I swear! Loyalty!

    - K: Thanks.

    - Kj: ㅇㅇ If you need help, just let me know!

    As it wasn't something that needed to be postponed, I sent the potions to Kim Yul right away.

    With someone to get my news to Jonghun secured, I could move my previously heavy steps.

    I didn't know where this journey would end, but I had to try as much as I could when given the chance.

    "There's no guarantee such traces might appear in the next mission area again."

    Most of the Level 2 mission areas didn't show traces of people or civilization.

    Even if it meant causing concerns for Jonghun, I had to go.

    "Just one week."

    If I didn't make any progress by then, I'd clear the mission.

    Despite encouraging myself with those words, the pursuit wasn't easy.

    As someone who hadn't learned professional tracking skills, it was all very makeshift.

    Whenever footprints led to the water's edge, I had to search the entire area.

    Finding human footprints again was only possible when fortune smiled upon me.

    More often than not, the footprints were covered by monster tracks, leading me to return to the starting point after some distance.

    Throughout the process, I could guess the number of people who left these traces.

    "At least four."

    Even as I stumbled repeatedly, I patiently scoured the ground.

    Thanks to that, by the time the sun had ascended high in the sky, I managed to reach the outskirts of the swamp.

    "Still, the sun is just one."

    With two moons, I wondered if there would be two suns too!

    "The climate feels like spring or autumn."

    When the sun wasn't up, the breeze was cool, but it's getting a bit warm now.

    "If this world has four seasons..."

    Given there were no dry grass or fallen leaves around, it was likely spring.

    While continually keeping an eye on the surrounding environment, I moved forward.

    That allowed me to notice the changes more swiftly.

    "The terrain is starting to change."

    At some point, the puddles disappeared, followed by the soil beginning to dry up.

    Though, it wasn't necessarily welcome news.

    It was harder to track for a different reason.

    The hardened ground made footprints less visible.

    "They've disappeared."

    Eventually, weeds became more abundant to the point where I could no longer see any footprints.

    All that lay ahead was an endless expanse of grassland.

    Having lost the trace, I sank to the ground with a sigh.

    It felt like a truly daunting situation.

    "Should I give up...?"

    Was this a futile endeavor or was tracking them even the right thing to do?

    Doubts and distrust constantly nagged at me.

    Yet the thought of going back to destroy the connection didn't occur.

    "Whew."

    I gulped down water as I mulled over the issue.

    "How can I track them?"

    Tapping my forehead with my index finger, pondering a way forward, a memory soon surfaced.

    When I reached the outskirts of the swamp, I noticed brown stains on some bushes.

    Only having cast a fleeting glance back then, I didn't take much interest given the clear clue of the footprints.

    "It was close to brown."

    If it was red blood that had discolored to that hue, then...

    "They were wounded."

    The ones I needed to track might be injured.

    In that case, the possibility of finding more bloodstains couldn't be dismissed.

    I drove my spear into the ground where the last footprint remained and began crawling around the area.

    Peering intently, I painstakingly sifted through the surrounding grass.

    And finally, after three hours of diligent searching.

    "There it is."

    I managed to find dried brown stains on the grass.

    Looking at the location of the spear and where the bloodstains were, I could determine which direction I needed to head in.
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    Chapter 42. Traces (2)

    When you keep doing something, you naturally improve. Tracking was no exception.

    As I crawled around the land continuously searching for traces of blood, by the second day, I became capable of distinguishing pressed grass marks.

    From then on, tracking picked up speed.

    'There aren't just four, there are six.'

    Discovering traces of a campfire, grass pressed down as if someone lay there, and even spots where the ground was flipped to hide waste, I became certain with each step that I was heading in the right direction.

    Sometimes, their trail crossed through areas teeming with monsters. Each time, I cast Invisibility and ran like mad.

    I was focused on tracking, so I tried to avoid confrontations as much as possible. Even so, there were a few creatures that pursued me, so there were some scuffles.

    There wasn't a moment of serious danger.

    After five days, I left the grasslands and entered a mountainous region.

    On the slope, thanks to the center of gravity shifting forward, many footprints were left behind.

    This made tracking much easier.

    Then, when I reached deep within the forest, I suddenly halted.

    There, sticking out from the bushes, was something that looked like a human leg.

    Gulp.

    As I swallowed nervously, I stepped cautiously forward.

    Throughout the seemingly endless tracking, I had imagined many scenarios.

    I pondered what I would do if, by some chance, I happened to meet those who left these traces.

    If they showed hostility towards me, if they showed friendliness, or if we couldn't communicate.

    If they weren't human. Even if I didn't meet them, what if I arrived at a populated area?

    I relentlessly considered countless possibilities, especially since I had all the time in the world, as the only messages I occasionally received were from Ethan and Kim Yul.

    Even so, when I thought about many of those scenarios possibly unfolding before my eyes, it made me tense.

    However, that tension didn't last long before it dissipated into a meaningless puff.

    As I closed the distance, the leg visible beyond the bushes hadn't moved even once.

    Realizing that fact, my pace hastened.

    "Sigh."

    Finally arriving at the location, seeing mummified corpses, a sigh escaped my lips.

    Six bodies were lying where traces of a fierce struggle remained.

    It matched the number of people I had been tracking.

    Looking closer, blankets and backpacks were scattered and torn apart.

    Their traces ended here.

    'Was it a pointless endeavor?'

    I felt a complex emotion beyond mere relief and disappointment.

    I ran my hand over my face, then crouched down beside the corpse.

    Here, unlike the swamp where I found only a lone hand, there was much to examine.

    Eyes, nose, mouth, hands, feet, ears, and even hair—all were similar to mine.

    'They resemble humans in appearance.'

    After removing my hand from the corpse, I let out a suppressed sigh.

    'And what's with this mummified appearance?'

    What had they gone through to end up like this?

    'It's not just the passage of time causing them to dry up.'

    Under normal conditions, corpses should decompose rather than dry out.

    However, instead of rotting, the bodies had shriveled, with small holes densely dotting their skin, as if they had been pierced by toothpicks or needles.

    After examining the outward appearance of the bodies meticulously, I moved my hands to check their belongings.

    Four water containers with a musty odor.

    Three long swords and five daggers, some with chipped edges.

    Among them were two daggers slightly longer and curved than the one I had.

    'These look good.'

    The two daggers, both identical in shape, were owned by one person.

    I gathered all the weapons in one place and infused mana into them.

    'It works.'

    All eight weapons could materialize mana.

    The weapons I got on Earth didn't hold mana; it only dispersed.

    That's why I had been using the tutorial-provided weapons all this time.

    Luckily, the weapons obtained from the mission area could be infused and materialized with mana.

    I fastened the two curved daggers around my waist.

    'There's even a leather belt; that's nice.'

    The remaining items would be auctioned or stored away.

    After securing the weapons, I continued to inspect the corpses' belongings.

    'Paper...'

    Inside the upper garment, a few sheets of thick, rough paper, cruder than A4, were tucked in.

    '... I can't read this script.'

    It seemed like writing, but I couldn't decipher it.

    'Better take it.'

    I pilfered every pocket, gathering anything that resembled useful information.

    Even leather pouches that the corpses wore didn't elude my grasp.

    Inside the pouch, amid miscellaneous items, were several pieces of hard flour dough and jerky.

    Two rainbow-colored stones caught my attention.

    I knew what these were.

    「Attribute Stones (Lowest-Rank)」

    Stones containing a small amount of attribute mana.

    Insufficient mana for attribute imbuement.

    'Why are these here?'

    The stones were smaller than I knew them to be.

    The high-rank attribute stones were as big as my fist, but these were only pebble-sized, akin to one or two knuckles.

    However, they were indeed the attribute stones I received as a reward from the promotion test.

    'Lowest-Rank...'

    Holding the attributes stones in my hand triggered a sparkling idea in my mind.

    'I already have an attribute.'

    What would happen if I used an attribute stone under such circumstances?

    After brief hesitation, I injected my attribute mana into the attribute stone.

    「Using Attribute Stone (Lowest-Rank).」

    「Determining suitable attribute for the user.」

    「The user already possesses a suitable attribute.」

    「Absorbing 34.8 attribute mana.」

    A message appeared, prompting me to clench my fists tightly.

    'For someone who already possesses an attribute, using an attribute stone converts it into mana.'

    I quickly utilized the remaining attribute stone as well.

    「Using Attribute Stone (Lowest-Rank).」

    「Determining suitable attribute for the user.」

    「The user already possesses a suitable attribute.」

    「Absorbing 37.2 attribute mana.」

    Thus, I found a way to secure attribute mana apart from the mission rewards.

    However, the attribute stones sold in the shop cost a hefty 30,000 mana for a low-rank stone.

    'If the attribute mana gained is meager, it's a loss.'

    Imagine spending 30,000 mana only to gain 100 attribute mana.

    Would that be considered efficient?

    'I think I'd rather purchase skills or gear with that much mana.'

    While attribute mana significantly contributes to combat power, other aspects cannot be neglected either.

    'I can't afford to waste mana.'

    It needed to be consumed in the most efficient way possible.

    Of course, this wasn't a problem requiring an immediate decision.

    After all, I didn't have enough mana to afford attribute stones right now.

    The matter of securing attribute mana still lacked a fundamental solution.

    With nowhere to seek advice, it was increasingly frustrating.

    "Sigh."

    Just as I exhaled another heavy sigh, the sky lit up.

    What was that?

    Climbing a nearby tree hastily, I scanned the horizon.

    A rapidly descending dot appeared in the distance.

    'Not a bird.'

    If it were a bird, it might move across the airspace, but this was simply plummeting downward.

    'One, two, three...'

    Counting to five, the sky flashed again with light.

    Higher up, larger points appeared suddenly.

    "Huh?"

    They emerged out of nowhere in the previously clear sky.

    'What's that, can they teleport?'

    As the question surfaced in my mind, my eyes widened.

    From where the points appeared, fire masses began forming and plummeted downwards.

    "Such madness..."

    The sight of vivid flames moving across a clear sky devoid of clouds looked surreal.

    Under normal circumstances, I might have been captivated by the scene, dumbfounded.

    However, as the fire mass collided with the lower dots, a devastating explosion erupted.

    With the ensuing hot wind rushing forth, I instinctively raised my arm to shield my face.

    "Ugh!"

    The explosion's force was beyond imagination.

    Standing atop a branch, I was easily blown away like a mere piece of paper.

    Drawing upon mana urgently, small red plates materialized in the empty air, forming a series beneath me.

    While grasping and stepping upon them, I succeeded in stopping my previously rapid flight.

    This was the result of painstakingly studying the mana structure of barriers over five days.

    A method to counteract the limitation wherein deploying the barrier barred any offensive action.

    Creating precisely sized barriers at the needed locations.

    Though this divided barrier was inherently weaker, it was sufficient to prevent me from flying away.

    Soon after, the explosion settled.

    "Whew."

    As I caught my breath, composing myself, loud sounds began echoing one after another from the explosion's direction.

    The sounds grew steadily louder—no, they were approaching.

    Although not yet within detection range, an inexplicable presence was creeping closer.

    The situation was not difficult to infer.

    The dots that appeared in the sky were living beings.

    And they were engaging in a battle with an unfathomable force.

    Sitting low and concealed among branches and bushes, I enveloped myself with Invisibility.

    During that interval, another explosive sound rang, followed by a jolt that shook the ground and turned my vision upside down.

    "Fuu, fuu!"

    The smoke was already thick around me.

    I didn't know what caused the booms and flames, but something was repeatedly clashing intensely.

    To avoid inhaling carbon monoxide, I covered my mouth with my clothing.

    Suddenly, I froze as if my body had turned rigid like a dead branch.

    Mana masses had entered my detection range.

    Two of them stood out remarkably.

    Describing them as merely immense would not suffice.

    Their majestic mana, if visible, would have been blinding and radiant, surpassing everything I'd ever seen.

    My body began to tremble instinctively. It was a primal fear.

    In the presence of this colossal mana, I was nothing but a mere speck.

    Even a candle flame in the wind was less precarious than my plight before them.

    'I'd die if I got involved in that mess.'

    I could not even entertain the notion of contending with them.

    Completely engulfed in terror, I regained composure when an ominous sound ripped through the air, followed by a slight tremor of the ground.

    The land quivered softly as if something monumental had landed.

    Turning my trembling body towards the source of the sound with trembling hands, I witnessed clouds of dust billowing not far away.

    There stood a mass of mana, precariously shaking.

    The lingering sounds of explosion slowly receding, the approaching dust at close proximity, and the diminishing mana.

    I cautiously yet swiftly moved forwards.

    Finally reaching the location, my words were stifled.

    The cleanly severed logs, the deep gouges indicating the passage of enormous boulders, and the scattered small embers.

    I hesitated for a moment before taking another step forward.

    No matter how I looked at it, these traces didn't seem human-made.

    'People can only perceive what they know.'

    At least, I was confident that I couldn't generate such power.

    Confronted by this situation, far beyond my limitations, my previously steady steps refused to advance.

    For the first time since starting the game, I desired to retreat instead of progressing forward.

    "Gag..."

    And yet, I had barely moved when a faint sound drifted into my ears.

    Responsive to the familiar sound, my body and consciousness reacted instantly.

    Passing a broken tree, I took several steps forward.

    "Cough, hack..."

    There was a human figure.

    Yes, it was a human.

    Orange hair, draped in black fabric, with three long rods, probably a meter each, stuck into their back, shoulders, and thigh, hanging limp.

    No doubt, it was a person.

    Stopping as I discovered them, the usually dormant system sprang into action.

    「Trait Capitalism is activated.」

    「System transitioning to support mode. Supported player: Kang Hyunwoo.」

    With the obnoxious notification sounds, the mission window obstructed my view.

    Damned System.
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    Chapter 43. Traces (3)

    HIDDEN MISSION

    「New World」

    Rescue the allied forces. (0/?)

    「Rewards」

    Rewards increase based on the number of people rescued.

    • Attribute mana 50 (+?)

    • Random Box (×1) (+?)

    Fizz, fizz.

    There was something like interference waves, or maybe there was a problem with the graphics card.

    The mission window trembled and shattered this way and that.

    I stared intently at the word written there.

    「Rescue.」

    Now that it was a known fact that the system was watching me, there was only one person around me who needed rescuing.

    "Allied forces?"

    Should I follow this decision and message, which was no different from a one-sided notification, or not?

    "......."

    Before the agony, I removed any emotions.

    This was purely a matter to be decided on profit and loss, and therefore, the agony wasn't long.

    The capitalistic trait was proof that the system was giving me special treatment.

    'The word 'support' makes it clear.'

    At least for the player "I", it meant that the system had abandoned the stance of a bystander, observer, and neutral party.

    If I set aside the resentment I had, following the system's intention was more beneficial.

    In fact, every time a hidden mission appeared, I received different benefits from normal players.

    The little monsters provided enough mana to skip the level 1 mission, and the random box even gave me skills hard to obtain in the current section.

    The bounty missions were quite stressful but brought considerable gains.

    My experiences so far were clear in telling me,

    "I've never suffered a loss from a hidden mission."

    Of course, I would have to go through some trouble.

    But because of this, I couldn't give up the benefits I've enjoyed so far.

    "If I'm deemed worthless, they might latch onto another player."

    The question mark trait wasn't unique to me.

    To continue receiving system support, I had to prove that I was better than the other players.

    For now, it seemed to accommodate my demands but, that was probably because I was achieving more results than other players.

    There's no guarantee that the system would continue offering special benefits to me once a replacement appears.

    "For those who can turn the forest upside down like that, I'm not thinking of charging in."

    As long as I could tend to the injured while they were fighting each other.

    "I'll do it."

    Considering everything, weighing my cards, I concluded I could do at least that much.

    I hurriedly ran towards the man.

    "The number of people to rescue is a question mark."

    The more people I saved, the greater the benefits returned to me.

    Fortunately, there wasn't any approaching mana in the surroundings.

    Thanks to this, I could calmly examine the man with orange hair.

    Even though he lost consciousness, he didn't react when I sat down beside him.

    I first tried to check what was embedded in his body.

    I hesitated upon discovering what was shackling the man's wrists and neck.

    'Shackles......?'

    It wasn't a misunderstanding. The man indeed had shackles on his neck, wrists, and ankles.

    Seeing that scene instinctively raised my vigilance towards the man.

    Simultaneously, I felt puzzled.

    There weren't chains attached, but he wouldn't carry such metal around just as decoration.

    These were typically items used on criminals, weren't they?

    "Allied forces......."

    I glanced down at the man with a peculiar look for a moment.

    "The urgent wound first."

    I carefully touched the black rod stuck in the man's lower back.

    "It's not a spear......."

    It seemed like a metal pipe or a thorn.

    In any case, to treat it, I had to pull it out.

    After purchasing an additional potion from the store, I grasped the unidentified rod.

    'As quickly as possible.'

    As I pulled out the rod, the man's body shook as if in a seizure.

    I pressed him down with my knee, applying my full weight.

    Then I poured the potion onto the wound without delay.

    "Damn......."

    However, for some reason, the bleeding wouldn't stop easily.

    "Is it because it's a penetrating wound? Is the wound too large?"

    No, it wasn't. Considering the size of the wound or the severity of the bleeding, it was worse when I was attacked by the crocodile.

    I treated the wound when a quarter of my skin peeled off with this potion.

    It wasn't just because it was a penetrating wound.

    Glancing at the black rod on the dirt floor, I continued pouring the potion.

    It took no less than two bottles to stop the bleeding.

    Without healing the wound, just stopping the blood flow required two bottles.

    There were two more rods embedded in the man's body.

    As a result, I used a total of six potion bottles just to stop the bleeding from the wound area.

    It felt like I was pouring water into a bottomless pot.

    "Damn."

    I wasn't sure how many more I had to rescue.

    Due to reputation, the discount rate was now only two percent.

    If I had to keep purchasing potions at this pace, saving just ten people could cost more than a thousand mana.

    Instead of constantly using potions, I took out an emergency rescue kit given by Jonghun.

    Rip, tear.

    Undressing the man, I conducted first aid with modern medicine.

    This managed to extinguish the urgent fire, so to speak.

    "Whew."

    Even in a situation where the mountain was utterly devastated, the sky remained serene.

    However, I knew this wasn't peace. The banging sounds continued.

    "How long will this fight go on?"

    It was merely out of the range of mana detection, not over.

    "Let's move the spot."

    Since I couldn't leave the unconscious man behind, I had to find a safe location first.

    I lifted the man and moved away from the site.

    ***

    After being separated from his comrades, Raul encountered one enemy.

    Ordinarily, he wouldn't have fallen so easily, but today, even defending himself was difficult.

    The injury he received during the ambush was too severe.

    The blood that gushed out spilled down his leg, soaking the ground.

    "Argh!"

    Despite this, Raul stubbornly lifted his arm.

    The axe he had wielded for years felt especially heavy today.

    But he couldn't just give up.

    Thanks to his desperate struggles instead of resigning to death, Raul's axe embedded itself into the monster's neck.

    That was all. Even with its neck more than halfway severed, it did not die.

    Unfortunately, it wasn't the kind of creature that could be killed with just this much.

    Raul quickly bent backward, knowing this.

    The monster's claws, seemingly 10 cm long, narrowly grazed Raul's chest.

    He urgently moved his foot to regain his balance that was tipping to one side.

    The claws of the pursuing monster dug into his left shoulder and more blood hit the ground.

    Albeit briefly, his vision flickered and he heard a buzzing sound.

    He managed to endure, but his consciousness fluttered, cutting off, then reconnecting repeatedly.

    It was natural considering the severe blood loss.

    "No!"

    However, accepting it as natural didn't stop him from resenting it.

    Even the slightest carelessness could see his head fly off, and his heart pierced.

    Raul, sensing his impending death, screamed in rage.

    Yet his body was too weak to vent his frustrations.

    Despite not wanting to die, what awaited him was a miserable death.

    "Kiieeek!"

    Even though he was certain of this, why didn't he feel the pain of his heart being pierced or the sharpness of flesh tearing at his nape?

    Why was it that the sounds reverberating in his ears belonged not to him but the screeching monster?

    Raul had no chance to think or move knowingly.

    He squeezed out the remaining mana and infused it into his axe.

    When the blue mana wrapped around the axe blade, Raul was already twisting his waist, raising the axe.

    "Huaaaah!"

    It sent a shiver down his spine. He was sure he had cut the neck. He felt the sensation of slicing the monster's hide.

    He barely escaped the brink of death!

    Even amid the shivering moment, Raul didn't let his guard down.

    "I have to split it to the head!"

    Otherwise, these creatures could move their bodies through mana.

    Raul focused strength into his heavy eyes.

    Was it due to his relentless longing or desperate wish?

    His vision returned briefly. He could find the monster's head wandering through the air.

    "Uh...?"

    Even though he found what he wanted, a dumbfounded sound escaped Raul's lips.

    Normally, the eyes of the monster would be rolling around, each moving in different directions.

    Among the four eyes that should've existed, only two were intact.

    The other two had daggers stuck in them. Who on earth?

    "Reinforcements have arrived..."

    Before Raul could even voice his question, he hurled his axe.

    His axe soon caught up with its target.

    "It's over."

    As relief washed over him, his legs gave out.

    Even trying to forcibly exert strength, his limbs wouldn't move.

    The vision he barely regained was once again blurring, and his consciousness descended into a distant haziness.

    "Sug yeo!"

    Just then, red mana gathered over Raul's head.

    But with a thud, the heavy sound resonated, shattering it into pieces.

    "Keheok!"

    Blood spewed out from nowhere, the axe split the monster's head, embedding itself into the tree.

    That was the last sight Raul witnessed before losing consciousness.

    As his consciousness began to subside, the sensations he had enjoyed throughout his life drifted away.

    Everything sounded muffled as if submerged in water. His body felt only cold as if trapped in ice.

    Even though he didn't want to fall any further, he kept falling.

    Despite struggling against the distant feeling of falling, there was no escaping it.

    There was no way out of the cold, deep place.

    It was just like that day.

    The walls collapsing helplessly.

    The monsters rushing beyond it.

    Family and neighbors being devoured alive.

    Arrows and magic raining down like rain.

    The monster dead with its belly split open.

    The child who crawled inside to survive.

    It was a sensation that recalled the day he stood at the threshold of death.

    'I'm going to die.'

    It wasn't that Raul had never faced danger after becoming a knight.

    But he couldn't remember clearly confronting death as he did today.

    Raul was aware that he was dying.

    Everything that had testified to his existence was becoming unnecessary.

    His consciousness began to disintegrate, and his sense of presence faded away.

    But just before Raul reached death, someone or something grabbed him by the collar.

    Then it recklessly pulled him from the cold, deep place.

    "Keheok!"

    With a hot hack, the severed sensations he had earlier came rushing in.

    His abdomen felt like it was burning, his shoulder torn apart.

    "Heuk, heuk!"

    Desperately swallowing dry breaths, the heat in his abdomen and shoulder very slightly subsided.

    "A-o, I sae kki do po syeon chyeo bal la ya gess ne."

    Once more, then again.

    The heat and pain continued to fade.

    Raul forced his heavy eyelids open. It seemed as though a mist covered everything around him.

    In the obscured space, a dark shadow moved.

    "Jeong sin I deub ni kka? Na bo I nya go yo."

    Raul's purple eyes followed the rustling presence.

    "...... Han byeong de kka?"

    The searing pain that seemed to melt had vanished, leaving only a throbbing ache.

    "Hm......."

    Soon, someone supported his neck.

    Cold liquid trickled in through his dry mouth.

    Raul gulped it down eagerly like a newborn.

    His consciousness sharpened further, and his vision cleared a bit more.

    Raul's breathing calmed, and the memories just before he collapsed surfaced.

    Then a shadow hung over his head.

    Raul met the gaze of a man looking down at him.

    In the unfamiliar dark brown pupils, he thought he saw a blue glow flicker and vanish.

    "Oh, jin jja il eo nass ne."

    The man muttered something unintelligible.

    Still disoriented, Raul glanced around.

    The comrades, scattered by the explosion, now lay neatly beside him.

    Seeing that, tears welled up and dropped down.

    Looking to the side, Raul saw a man standing against the red sunset.

    "Oh......."

    It was dazzling. Raising his hand to block it was futile.

    New elements and characters:

    1. Raul - 라울 (he): A knight faced with his imminent death in battle.
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    Chapter 44. Contact (1)

    About two hours had passed since I saved the girl with orange hair. The number on the mission window changed to "5/?"

    Distinguishing between allies and enemies wasn't tough. Those who resembled me were allies.

    On the other hand, the enemies had heads like cat predators and four chameleon-like protruding eyes, rolling them in different directions.

    Most of them were either in the middle of a clash or had just finished one. This was definitely not a place for someone like me to be; a high-level hunting ground.

    Jumping into their fights recklessly would have meant death for me. Thus, I only rescued those who managed to survive after the battles with their abilities.

    "That man was lucky!"

    I waved my hand in front of a man who had just regained consciousness.

    "Hey, are you alright?"

    "Ah..."

    The man, who had gulped down a massive eight potions, just stared blankly at the people lying beside him.

    'Seems like he's still trying to grasp the situation.'

    I decided to give him some time.

    'He must be bewildered since he practically rose from the dead.'

    Originally, this man with navy hair would have died too. When I found him, he was still fighting a monster even with his belly pierced.

    But, because the monster's neck had been half severed, there was a small window for me to intervene.

    Without hesitation, I threw a dagger, blinding the monster's left-side sight. The man didn't miss the opportunity and killed the monster.

    I was able to save him because of that.

    Of course, not everyone I found survived.

    'Maybe it's because the monster is high-level? The potions don't work well on the injuries.'

    Even after pouring six bottles, one person couldn't make it. It seemed there was some special effect hindering recovery.

    These monsters were on another level compared to those I had seen before. A single punch from one shattered my barrier.

    'It still throbs.'

    When the navy-haired man was in danger, I had placed a barrier over his head. It wasn't complete, more like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle.

    Still, it blocked the monster's punch, even after its neck was severed. That single hit shattered the barrier to bits, and I vomited blood multiple times due to the shock but managed to save him at least.

    'I never thought I'd live to see a decapitated corpse moving.'

    The monstrous corpse, which tried to kill the navy-haired man while spewing black blood like a fountain, seemed to flicker before my eyes.

    Shaking off the memory, I muttered to myself, "Discard common sense!"

    In this world, even headless corpses can move.

    Refocusing, I scanned the ground. Among the five people I'd rescued, only one regained consciousness.

    I sighed, having used 57 potions to reach this point. I had spent over 3,000 mana on this mission.

    The mana I had saved from the level 3 mission disappeared within mere hours. It was quite disheartening.

    'Why design the game like this?'

    The rule that demanded growth at the cost of mana drained any motivation from me. Yet, there was no other way since Invisibility couldn't evade the monsters' senses.

    'I truly thought I was done for when I was caught once.'

    While fleeing, the shield strapped to my waist got pierced by a monster's claw. Escaping on my own proved extremely difficult.

    Had I not encountered an 'ally' recovering from injury, I might have died.

    After such a close call, I realized I needed something better than Invisibility.

    According to the System, stealth was eight times more expensive than Invisibility.

    The price for a one-time use of the 8,000 mana skill was 700. With only an hour of maintenance time, I bought it four times. Additionally, I purchased a barrier skill stone to create a safe zone.

    Thankfully, at least there was a Skill Stone Exchange, making it possible.

    Otherwise, buying a 2,200 mana one-time skill stone would have been impossible. Saving five allies had left my pockets nearly empty.

    'But at least I haven't dropped below 3,000.'

    Falling below the entry limit was uncertain territory.

    'I can't use any more.'

    It was a close call. Now was the time to ensure no unnecessary mana consumption. I let out a sigh that had become almost habitual and looked beyond the barrier.

    There might still be more survivors out there. In terms of the mission, going back was the right choice.

    I'd receive additional rewards for every person I rescued. However, I wasn't in a position to leave this barrier anymore.

    As I scratched my head in frustration, a monster approached. I stared at it intently, and soon, the monster's body passed through me smoothly.

    'I'm not surprised by much anymore.'

    It was the effect of the barrier.

    「Skill Stone (Barrier - High-Rank)」

    • Category: Consumable Skill

    • Description: Uses built-in mana to form a barrier. The interior of the barrier is isolated from this dimension, creating a non-existent safe zone. A person needs physical contact with the caster to enter the barrier from the outside.

    (*Maintenance Time: 2 hours*)

    The 2,200 mana one-time barrier created a non-existent safe zone. Could I say that while inside, one was excised from this world?

    That meant I didn't exist in this location, this space. Thus, even if a monster walked towards me, it wouldn't collide. It would just pass through like a ghost.

    However, once I stepped outside the barrier, I'd return to an 'existent' state.

    Probably, I had been tailed or left traces while returning with the navy-haired man. Now three monsters loomed near the barrier.

    I frowned while observing the lurking monsters. A timer had appeared at the top left of my view.

    'About 30 minutes left.'

    When that timer hit zero, the barrier would disappear. Then I'd likely be killed by those monsters waiting outside.

    'I need to find a way.'

    Sitting still wasn't an option.

    Fortunately, the last rescued person was quick to recover mentally.

    While I pondered, tapping my foot, I called out to the recovering man.

    "Hey."

    The man, who had been clutching his stomach, paused awkwardly as he stood. I nodded towards him, looking directly at his surreal purple eyes.

    "Can you kill that in your current state?"

    Doubt painted the man's eyes.

    'As expected.'

    He didn't understand my words.

    I had anticipated this. I couldn't comprehend a word they mumbled before collapsing, either.

    'How should I handle this?'

    In truth, it wasn't an issue that required deep thought. Regardless of language or culture, humans lived fundamentally the same way.

    Pointing at the monster, I mimicked a throat-slitting gesture.

    "Ah!"

    The man let out a short gasp and skimmed the air with his eyes. After assessing his own body, he nodded, grim-faced.

    Then he moved towards the pile of weapons I'd gathered by the wounded. They were too valuable to leave behind, so I had gathered every visible weapon.

    'Of course, items like breastplates were discarded after patching up wounds as they were all broken.'

    The man's axes, used in the fight against the monster, were somewhere in there too.

    A large double-edged axe almost as big as my torso, and two regular-sized hand axes. When he collected his weapons, he adjusted his stance despite emitting faint groans.

    Seeing him stand, I noticed the stark difference in our physiques.

    'He's almost twice my size.'

    His height was at least a head taller too. Comparing mana was laughable. This man was stronger than me in every way.

    When someone like him held an azure axe, he looked fairly menacing. Fragile dexterity with each movement hinted that his injuries weren't fully healed.

    Consequently, I shook a potion bottle before him, asking if he needed it.

    'I didn't find anything resembling potions among their belongings.'

    This world where the game is set seemed strange not to use similar in-game items.

    Additionally, the man who awakened didn't show any surprise at the multitude of potions around. Perhaps he knew of potions, but just didn't possess any.

    I briefly wondered if they also had inventories, but quickly dismissed the notion when the navy-haired man nodded in acceptance for the potion.

    Without a word, I tossed the potion to him. Seeing as the barrier time would soon expire, only by slaying the monsters could we ensure our safety as well.

    As he caught the bottle smoothly, he paused, contemplated, and laughed spontaneously before looking up.

    'What is he... in the middle of preparing for battle, and he....'

    Before completing the thought, a chilling sound of a 'Shaaa' came from behind me.

    Subsequently, I realized that a massive mana mass had entered my perception range. It had emerged not from the edge but directly in front of me.

    Turning my creaking body, I saw the bisected corpse of a monster collapse, with a woman standing in its center, drenched in red and black blood.

    Her hair, which had floated in the air, was blue, now starting to sink. Her eyes, scanning the footprints around the barrier and the monsters, were yellowish, more accurately golden.

    As soon as I captured her image in my mind, the System announced,

    「Counting the rescued allies.」

    「As a success reward, 50 Attribute Mana is provided.」

    「As a success reward, a Random Box (×1) is provided.」

    「As additional rewards, 40 Attribute Mana is provided.」

    「As additional rewards, Random Boxes (×2) are provided.」

    Before the mission-clear messages could finish showing up, all the monsters outside the barrier were sliced into pieces.

    Strong reinforcements must have arrived at this place, filled only with the injured and low-levels like me.

    Watching in awe, the navy-haired man approached me, pointing in the woman's direction with a bright smile.

    'He wants us to leave?'

    I just watched that woman slice high-level monsters like tofu. No matter how you looked at it, she seemed human, but couldn't shake the instinctual fear.

    Seeing her actual mana only compounded it. The mana was so overwhelmingly powerful that it crushed me just to look directly at it.

    Moreover, things were already suspicious in many ways.

    'Not often does someone save others in the forest, right?'

    I tried to avoid drawing suspicion. But under the navy-haired man's insistence, there was no other choice. I'd have to move with him to send him out.

    'Surely they wouldn't kill me?'

    After all, I did save their lives. I could only hope they wouldn't hastily draw their swords because of suspicion.

    Leading the navy-haired man, we left the barrier. As he revealed himself, the ice-cold expression on the woman's face melted slightly.

    The two of them spread their arms wide, embracing each other. I observed them from a step away, ready to retreat back into the barrier, just in case.

    Luckily, the woman didn't attack me. Whether the man explained well or not, by the end of their conversation, she even offered her hand for a handshake.

    I lightly shook her hand in response. After guiding them back into the barrier, I finally had the leeway to check the rewards.

    'Three random boxes.'

    The figure in the mission window must have been the confirmed reward for rescuing at least one person. For each person above that, they added 10 Attribute Mana and 0.5 Random Boxes.

    'Stingy bastard. 0.5, what's that even?'

    It wouldn't be a big deal for them to just give one more box per person.

    "Tsk."

    I grumbled at the System while pulling out a Random Box. Every time I opened a box, it emitted a bright light.

    Unintentionally, this drew the unabashed attention of the navy and blue-haired pair.

    Already uncomfortable from their scrutiny, the results revealed from the opened boxes were somewhat disappointing...

    「Finelpania's Authority Single-use Ticket」

    「Karlos's Authority Single-use Ticket」

    「Translation/Interpreter Earring」

    "Whew."

    What was it with this System and its obsession with single-use tickets?

    Why did items like these always appear when opening Random Boxes?

    And what is an Authority anyway?

    The description tab lacked sufficient information.

    It simply said, "You can use the authority once."

    I, nearly reaching a state of enlightenment, stuffed the tickets into my pocket. Then, I examined the remaining earring.

    A simple design with a purple gem, just about the size of my thumbnail. And it was even a single piece rather than a pair.

    「Translator/Interpreter Earring」

    An earring imbued with technology from the realm of recognition.

    When worn, it allows communication with those who speak other languages.

    Would this really serve as a translator if worn? Saying I lacked doubts would be a lie, yet wearing the earring didn't seem particularly disadvantageous.

    'At least I don't need to pierce twice.'

    Feeling oddly subjected to a persistent gaze, I looked sideways to find golden eyes fixed on me.

    For some reason, her eyes seemed to glimmer with light. Holding her intense gaze, she soon looked away.

    Only then could I release the breath I didn't notice I was holding. Intimidated by her stare, it turned out even I had been unconsciously holding my breath.

    'This is driving me nuts.'

    Being stuck with someone who sent chills down my spine just by looking at me... I shut my eyes tightly and exhaled, returning to the task of fitting the earring onto my earlobe.
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    Chapter 45. Contact (2)

    A loud ringing sound echoed in my head. This unfamiliar resonance was accompanied by dizziness, but luckily, it subsided quickly.

    "Shouldn't we wait until Ahel wakes up? There's a barrier too..."

    "As long as we don't know that man's identity, we should avoid relying on him too much."

    From that point on, I began to understand their conversation.

    "But he saved us..."

    "Raul, this is not a place where a single Ainos would roam around alone."

    "It's not like there aren't any survivor villages in this corrupted area. Survivors drifting in from other countries may have settled nearby."

    "That's a fair possibility. But there's no harm in being cautious."

    "Do you think he has some special intent in tracking us?"

    "We won't forget the grace of being saved, but we must not let our guard down."

    The language that reached my ears was still unfamiliar, yet the meaning was automatically interpreted in my mind.

    "... This is fascinating."

    At my low muttering, the man and woman quickly turned to look at me with a "whisk!" sound.

    "Someone who can speak Tenir... No, is it magic?"

    Instead of answering, I removed the earring I was wearing and tossed it towards the woman.

    The woman's eyes widened as she caught the fingernail-sized earring.

    She even tried wearing it herself.

    "It's a magic tool. Why didn't you use it earlier?"

    Again, in my mind, the strange language was instantly interpreted.

    'It's really fascinating.'

    Is it something that only works in this world? Does it interpret foreign languages from Earth as well?

    While I was pondering this alone, the woman returned the earring to me.

    It was easy to catch the object flying in a parabola.

    After putting the earring back on, I answered the question the woman had asked.

    "Because it just appeared."

    "... Just now?"

    "If I explain, would you even believe me?"

    The woman didn't give a clear answer. Ironically, that was an answer in itself.

    Was she intentionally showing her true feelings because she didn't plan to hide them?

    Or did she reveal them inadvertently because she didn't know how to conceal them?

    I fiddled with my ear, which throbbed where the earring pierced it, and gazed directly at the woman.

    After meeting my gaze for a while, she spoke in a somewhat softened tone.

    "If my behavior was unpleasant, I apologize."

    I hadn't expected an apology so immediately, which caught me off guard.

    "It wasn't particularly unpleasant."

    "That's a relief. Then, let me formally introduce myself: I am Rashar Bennett. I will never forget the grace of saving my subordinates."

    "I'm Raul Tejerma. Thank you so much for saving us."

    The man with navy hair, who had been checking on the injured, briefly introduced himself.

    The two of them then looked at me in silence, as if waiting for me to say my name.

    I momentarily considered giving my real name but then changed my mind.

    "K."

    "K, since the language issue is resolved, I'd like to clarify something."

    "What?"

    "The reason you saved my subordinates."

    Instead of answering immediately, I remained silent for a moment.

    It was a lot to think about how to start the story.

    System, other dimensions, missions... They're all unrealistic topics to discuss with someone you've just met.

    'They'd probably think I'm crazy if I spoke about such things.'

    As my hesitation lengthened, Rashar spoke in a calm tone.

    "If we speak honestly to each other, misunderstandings and conflicts can be minimized. I promise to set aside prejudice to understand your situation."

    That might have been just a courteous formality.

    But both Rashar and I understood that, given the current situation, such a courteous formality was the best we could manage.

    'The system designated them as allies.'

    This was different behavior from when it proclaimed the monsters as enemies.

    'Of course, not all allies can be trusted entirely.'

    Unlike the immediately aggressive monsters, there was an opportunity to try to build a relationship with these people.

    "Because I was told to."

    I thought it would be better to speak honestly, to get things off on the right foot.

    "... Who?"

    "The ones who brought me here."

    "Here?"

    "The world with two moons, or a new world according to that guy's expression."

    As soon as I recited the title of the mission I had just cleared, both Rashar and Raul flinched simultaneously.

    They exchanged glances before asking me a question I hadn't expected.

    "Could you perhaps be... an outsider?"

    My eyebrows rose significantly.

    An outsider—how better to describe my situation?

    "I guess you've met someone like me?"

    Even while I was testing them, I first thought that couldn't be possible.

    There couldn't be a player who'd contacted the locals of this world before me. Everyone should still be at Level 1 or 2, unable to break through the barrier yet.

    Rashar shook her head before I could even finish asking.

    "This is my first time seeing one directly."

    Her face was quite complex, and mine wasn't much different.

    If it's their first time seeing one directly, does that mean they've heard of us indirectly? From whom?

    "I'd like to hear more details."

    Rashar pondered for quite a while.

    But when she finally spoke after an extended silence, her answer was unexpectedly firm.

    "Impossible."

    "Why?"

    "I'm not certain you are an outsider. Providing information to someone I cannot trust does not seem a wise choice."

    "... Can you explain without revealing important information?"

    Rashar, glancing slightly downward in thought, spoke in a cautious voice.

    "Do you not know?"

    "Know what?"

    "A prophecy... a few years ago, there was a prophecy that outsiders would come."

    The conversation was taking me in an unexpected direction.

    'A prophecy?'

    Is religion involved in this?

    On Earth, religious issues often became major influences on historical events.

    Without knowing the value or weight of religion in this world, caution was necessary.

    'If people mention prophecies so naturally, it must have considerable influence...'

    That meant this was not something to take lightly based on personal judgment.

    Making a wrong move could lead to severe trouble.

    In the worst-case scenario, I might even be labeled a heretic or an infidel and end up burned at the stake in some gruesome end.

    'I want to avoid a pointless death.'

    To evade tragedy, I needed more information.

    "Other than that?"

    "I cannot tell you because I cannot trust you."

    But it wasn't as easy as I'd hoped.

    Rashar shook her head in such a determined manner that there was no room left for discussion.

    I internally clicked my tongue but decided to step back.

    'Maybe it's better to proceed slowly rather than forcefully probing and causing resentment.'

    If she's so firm in her refusal, being persistent would be useless.

    "Well, there's no helping it then."

    "Then, may I continue asking what I'm curious about?"

    "As much as you want."

    I shrugged my shoulders as I replied, and Rashar glanced at my waist.

    "Why do you carry that shield?"

    For some reason, her voice had dropped a notch.

    Her golden eyes seemed somewhat sharper, too.

    Apparently, this shield wasn't a welcome object here.

    Following her gaze downward, I answered.

    "There are some complicated reasons."

    "I will try to understand without prejudice."

    "... The ultimate goal is to destroy it."

    "Why don't you do it now? If you don't know how, I can do it for you."

    Even before Rashar had finished speaking, she drew the sword hanging at her waist.

    That was all there was to it—she merely drew her sword.

    Yet the pressure was overwhelming.

    *Swish.*

    The sound of the sword blade was somehow eerily chilling.

    'Let's not get intimidated.'

    I carefully managed my expression and answered cautiously.

    "That would be problematic. I'll handle it myself when the time is right, so don't worry."

    It was a vague answer. Considering the concealment regarding the destruction of the Connection and the mission, this was the best I could do.

    I didn't want to reveal the information that destroying it might return me to where I originally came from.

    They were hiding something, too. Why should it be different for me?

    I'm in a position where I can't trust them blindly, so I need to hide and embellish things appropriately without telling lies.

    However, Rashar's gaze at the shield was exceptional.

    So I added a word quickly.

    "Don't glare at it so much; there's no bad intent behind it."

    "Just because there is no malice doesn't mean it isn't an evil act."

    It was a suspicious remark, but she didn't press any further.

    'She isn't wrong.'

    I paused in thought, then pointed at the shield and asked.

    "Is this a dangerous object?"

    To prevent ignorance and innocence from leading to evil deeds, it was necessary to find out what it was.

    "... Don't you know about the Messeo?"

    "The name I know is the Connection. Other than that, I know it contains mana."

    Taking another glance at the shield, Rashar continued her explanation in a calm tone.

    "Where Messeo appears, monsters gather. The one that survives the battle for survival becomes an evolved species. Is that enough explanation?"

    Swamp, little alligator, big alligator—the phenomena I had seen and experienced started to line up in order.

    'Evolved species.'

    The hypothesis that this Connection created that large alligator was turning into a certainty.

    It likely absorbed the mana pooled here, like players did.

    "... How long does it usually take for monsters to swarm in?"

    My voice came out slightly hoarse. Clearing my throat, Rashar continued to answer.

    "The minimum reaction is 14 hours. Monsters gathered 14 hours after confirming the creation of the Messeo."

    "It doesn't..."

    "I wouldn't know; it's usually destroyed as soon as it's discovered."

    About 4 or 5 hours had passed since I reached this forest.

    'I'm still in the safe zone?'

    What happens if I remain here?

    Will it become a monster lair like that swamp?

    I steeled myself and asked.

    "I carried this around for 5 days, but monsters have never swarmed in."

    "Just because you've been lucky so far doesn't mean you will be in the future."

    "How many monsters gather exactly?"

    "... You really are not a native of this world. At first ten, then a hundred, then a thousand."

    The longer Rashar spoke, the more the numbers from the mission list swayed before my eyes.

    "The longer it stays, the more they gather, eventually reaching a level where no Ainos can step near it."

    Chills ran down my spine. There are over a thousand missions I know of that are for Level 3 and above.

    At this moment, it meant that in many mission areas, evolved species were absorbing mana and growing stronger.

    "Do you have any more questions?"

    "What? Oh... Give me a moment."

    Taking a deep breath, my brain, which had been momentarily paralyzed, began working again.

    "Do you know what a Hole is?"

    "I don't."

    There, I pushed aside the words Connection and Evolved Species for now. There seemed to be nothing more to probe about them, so I might as well ask about something else.

    Taking out the voucher I kept in my pocket, I read the words on the system description window.

    "So, do you know about the power of Finelpenia... Seems like you do."

    Their wide-open eyes were answer enough.

    "What is it?"

    Rashar and Raul were exchanging glances busily.

    "Have you... been granted authority?"

    Why were they being so cautious? It seemed they were nervous.

    Noticing their demeanor, I nodded my head while watching them closely.

    "It's a single-use thing."

    "Single-use?"

    "Meaning you can only use it once."

    "Ah, then you've been granted a blessing."

    Just as I furrowed my brows in confusion, Rashar extended her hand.

    "If you truly are an outsider, showing you in person will be quicker than explaining."

    I silently stared at her extended hand for a moment.

    Rashar simply waited, without urging me.

    Could it be because the silence was quite comfortable?

    In the end, I decided to hold Rashar's hand of my own accord.

    This action was based on logical reasoning.

    'A system reward couldn't possibly be risky.'

    There were tough missions, bizarre rewards, but they had never harmed me.

    While holding Rashar's hand, I used the Finelpenia's Authority voucher.

    Initially, it felt only repulsive.

    Things I shouldn't know seemed to squeeze into my head.

    The problem was that I had no idea what those things were.

    It felt like my head might explode, yet also strangely clear.

    But the more that sensation repeated, the more I could begin to distinguish.

    It was like a photograph, or maybe a video.

    'It's a record...'

    Indeed, what was flowing into my mind was a record.

    To be precise, I was seeing past events from Rashar Bennett's perspective.

    And what I could see was merely fragments.

    Pages filled with text and maps, brandishing a sword, and many people gathered to have serious discussions for a while.

    Whenever Rashar's reflection appeared in a window, the trees beyond it changed. Seasons had passed.

    Around that time, Rashar stepped upon a glowingly blue painting along with hooded people.

    Shadows were bustling about in a dark cave-like place.

    Naked people, those with shackles, and children staring with clear eyes.

    Rashar would urge them onward or carry them and dash.

    Eventually, they ascended the painting and vanished.

    And the pattern repeated with new groups of people ascending the painting and disappearing.

    'So that's what...'

    I came to understand how Rashar's group, with their light shimmering in the sky, appeared before me.

    Apparently, spatial movement existed in this world upon which the game was based.

    That's why there are skills like leap in the store.

    'It was some sort of rescue operation?'

    Judging solely by results, the operation leaned towards success.

    After transporting people, Rashar's group infiltrated the cave and began to step onto the painting one by one.

    Of course, it wasn't a perfect success.

    They couldn't break the painting before about a dozen people exited.

    'Raul and that orange-haired fellow...'

    The people I had saved were among them.

    The moment I recognized familiar faces, the ground flipped, and I couldn't follow the record clearly anymore.

    Damned System
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    Everything happened so quickly that I could hardly keep up.

    All I could see was the blood splattering.

    The flash of a blue light.

    Rashar and her group suddenly starting to fall over the recording.

    That was all I could make out.

    Soon, a large flame surged towards Rashar, and I realized I actually witnessed it with my own eyes.

    From that moment, I felt the limit approaching. I sensed the danger that I might explode if I kept looking.

    I did not ignore the warning bell ringing instinctively.

    As I shook off Rashar's hand roughly, my body sank downwards.

    Had it not been for the support from next to me, I would've ended up sprawled awkwardly on the ground.

    Before I even realized Raul was the one holding me, a headache sprang up.

    It was like taking all the pending pain in one go.

    "Heugh..."

    Blood started dripping from my nose, accompanied by groans that escaped unwillingly.

    The pain was so severe that I didn't even realize Rashar, who had drawn her sword, had pushed it close to my face.

    Only after some time and after the headache subsided did I come to that realization.

    When I saw the blade positioned similarly to the area around my eyes, I was left speechless.

    The common brown eyes of an average South Korean resident had changed.

    "Gold..."

    It was similar to Rashar's.

    'To think the color of my eyeball would change.'

    If I was the pre-game me, I might have been frozen in shock.

    But fortunately, I was someone who had experienced multiple times that expecting common sense in this world wasn't a good idea.

    "Hah."

    Hence, I could quickly regain my composure with a wry smile.

    "Why are my eyes like this?"

    "It's a trace of divinity. It's a symptom that appears in those who are chosen by a god, sharing authority with apostles, bestowed priests, and holy knights, as well as anyone else using authority."

    For some reason, Rashar's voice seemed a touch brighter.

    The subtle vigilance I had felt was also lighter. It was quite a sudden change.

    "... What?"

    When I asked with a bewildered heart, I definitely heard Rashar's voice softer than before.

    "No need to worry too much. The traces from the blessing are temporary and will return in a few hours."

    As I kept looking at the eyes reflected in the blade, I turned to Rashar.

    Her eyes were a darker, more profound gold than mine were now.

    "Then, what about you?"

    "Let me properly introduce myself. I am Rashar Bennett, commander responsible for the 2nd Company of the Snow Brigade of the Ferrell Resistance 2nd Division and one of the five apostles of Palao who governs charity."

    "Apostle...?"

    Without needing a detailed explanation, I got the gist.

    An apostle must hold quite a high position in this world.

    'These people possessing such power aren't very commonplace or easy to deal with, are they?'

    Should I be happy or burdened about meeting a group of intelligent beings first?

    "You mean Palao, then, that Palao is... a god?"

    "Indeed, it was so."

    The use of past tense in her reply unnerved me, making my brow furrow slightly.

    Ding.

    The system interrupted once more.

    HIDDEN MISSION

    「Main Scenario」

    Visit the temple.

    「Rewards」

    • Attribute Mana 100

    • Random Box (×3)

    • Open Main Scenario

    • Dialogue with the System

    Although the graphics were still broken, the content was clear enough to understand.

    Among the contents, what captured my attention was not the unusually lengthy list of rewards but the short sentence in bold text.

    If my memory was correct, it was the first time the system had emphasized something like this in such a manner.

    However, what bothered me more was another detail.

    "Dialogue...?"

    "Hmm?"

    Rashar and Raul wore expressions asking what I was talking about while looking at me.

    On the other hand, I was staring at the mission window instead of them.

    'Dialogue, huh.'

    Just that was enough to make me inclined to go to the temple.

    I clenched my teeth and steadied my breathing, then decided to focus on the discussion with Rashar.

    "May I ask a few more questions?"

    "If it's something I can answer, I'll do so earnestly."

    "What about Finelpenia...?"

    "She governs diligence among the seven great virtues."

    "... God's name?"

    The god of diligence is Finelpenia, and what I experienced was said to have been her power.

    My thoughts began to multiply.

    'Seven great virtues? Is it related to the seven deadly sins?'

    I wasn't entirely knowledgeable, just a general understanding through common sense.

    Pride, greed, envy, wrath, lust, gluttony, sloth.

    I vaguely recalled hearing about these seven sins.

    I wasn't sure if this pertained to a religious doctrine or was connected to another study.

    'Where there is sin, there is virtue.'

    It seemed to me that in this world, these seven virtues were of great importance.

    Each type of virtue probably had a god responsible for it.

    'It was said Palao was the god of charity?'

    And now, Finelpenia is the god of diligence.

    There must be five more other gods.

    I discreetly bit the inside of my cheek.

    'A world where it's possible to see the miracles of gods with one's own eyes.'

    There was no reason to distrust gods in this place.

    Therefore, the weight of religion would probably be far greater than I imagined.

    'And now, I'm told to visit a temple.'

    Whether I could enter there was a secondary issue.

    'I don't even know where it is after all.'

    Standing in my current situation, there was only one way for me to visit the temple.

    To use someone who knows where the temple is and probably has access to it.

    Coincidentally or perhaps fatefully, there seemed to be such a person right in front of me.

    "If there's a god, there should also be a temple, right?"

    I commented offhandedly, and Rashar's hand tightened on its own.

    My eyes narrowed at that.

    Even aside from the system, she was reacting to the word 'temple.' But why?

    'What could possibly be in the temple?'

    If visiting it could solve the mysteries that had been haunting me?

    'Although the system put up the mission, I was already planning to check it out anyway.'

    From now on, I should really seriously go about this properly.

    'First thing is to latch onto this side.'

    As Rashar showed disturbance upon mentioning the temple, I decided to probe deeper.

    "It seems like you at least know where it is...?"

    "..."

    "Could you guide me there? I'm new around here."

    When I tossed out a potion, Rashar received it effortlessly.

    "It's not like I'm asking for a free favor."

    Rashar's gaze returned to the shield dangling from my waist.

    "How many potions do you have?"

    With a light laugh, I replied to her question.

    "I've gotta have insurance too."

    Do you really think I'd reveal that willingly?

    She might discard me once the quantity I mentioned runs out.

    'Not to mention, there really aren't that many left.'

    Though I didn't offer a wordy explanation, Rashar seemed to understand enough.

    "Is the timing urgent?"

    There was no time limit for the hidden mission, but a lot of time had already passed since entering the mission field.

    "It's better sooner than later."

    Rashar, after closing her mouth, lowered her gaze.

    Tap, tap, tap, she tapped the handle of the sword hanging at her waist and fell into thought.

    The rhythm of her fingers gradually slowed down, and instead, her yellow eyes started moving.

    I narrowed my eyes, following her line of sight.

    Rashar's gaze settled on my waist, where a shield with an open hole hung visibly.

    "Alright, I'll show you to the temple."

    Having stared quietly at the shield for a while, Rashar turned her body with those words.

    I kept my eyes trained on her back.

    Surely this was the outcome I wanted, yet I felt more baffled than joyful.

    It was too suspect to just feel relieved and happy about it.

    'What does she know about where I come from or what I do for a living?'

    Even though I had saved their lives, was this not a bit too easy?

    More crucially, Rashar hadn't even asked me why I wanted to go to the temple.

    Her attitude dramatically shifted after she used what they call 'power.'

    'Constantly glancing at this shield is also odd.'

    Is it because it's simply a dangerous item?

    'No.'

    Rashar possesses the power to destroy the connection regardless of my opinion.

    Even if I saved the life of her teammate, if this shield were of significant danger to continually warrant attention, she would have forcibly destroyed it.

    But she didn't.

    Despite emphasizing its hazard verbally, she neither forced destruction nor went beyond merely monitoring it.

    'There must be another reason.'

    While fiddling with the shield in my hands, I averted my gaze away from Rashar.

    At the moment, there isn't any answer, so I should just observe a little longer.

    * * *

    "Nuna, good morning!"

    Kim Yul arrived at the training room just in time for training and greeted with a bright smile.

    The agent assigned there acknowledged the greeting with a reciprocal smile.

    "Yul, good morning. Good morning to you too, Hyewon."

    "Yes, did you sleep well?"

    Yang Hyewon, arriving alongside Kim Yul, also exchanged greetings with the agent with a smile.

    They naturally continued their conversation as they awaited the arrival of other players and the instructor.

    'All that fan service paid off.'

    It had been several weeks since being placed under the National Intelligence Service's protective watch.

    Kim Yul leveraged his experience as a trainee to bond with the agents.

    He typically portrayed a bright and cute image, but emerged with bloodshot eyes and tears after missions were completed.

    The tension and vigilance born from the Han Changshik incident hadn't entirely disappeared, yet.

    It wasn't too difficult to garner sympathy and empathy.

    Especially because he was still relatively young.

    This, in turn, allowed him to receive considerable help from a few agents.

    On a smaller note, he was notified that players' accounts and call records were being monitored.

    Only yesterday had they caught wind of discussions at the top concerning the disposal of players.

    'Though I haven't overheard why these agents mentioned K-hyung days ago.'

    Building rapport with them was definitely more beneficial than sour relations.

    Only then could he summarize the accumulated news and relay it to K.

    'Surely, at this point, there's no other player closer to K-hyung than myself?'

    The few who could access K's personal information would probably be rare.

    And one of them being himself was quite satisfying.

    Of course, Kim Yul didn't investigate the owner of the phone number given by K.

    'He's probably already on edge just by giving the number, no need to prod unnecessarily.'

    Now is the time to maintain a friendly relationship rather than trying to exploit or catch K off guard.

    This individual casually handed over 10 potions as hush money.

    Why on earth would he do anything to upset such a person?

    While Kim Yul was engrossed in thoughts about K, an intriguing topic came up between the agent and Yang Hyewon.

    It concerned the analysis results of equipment obtained during the tutorial.

    "Have the results already come out?"

    The agent showed a slight smile, which sufficed as an answer.

    Kim Yul discreetly twinkled her eyes.

    She was someone with a college colleague in the National Institute of Science.

    She must have heard some hints through that connection.

    "What did they say? Is it an entirely different metal?"

    Based on what K had informed, it was impossible to imbue reality's objects with mana.

    In fact, Yang Hyewon had demonstrated this within the NIS a while back.

    No matter the effort, mana wouldn't dwell in the melee weapons provided by the NIS.

    Given the situation, research on weapons provided during the tutorial had commenced around five days prior.

    "No, they say the composition is the same."

    Oddly enough, an unsettling result emerged.

    "The weapon provided during the tutorial is also just ordinary iron."

    "Hmm..."

    "There seems to be talk among the researchers about investigating mana rather than the weapon's material."

    Only a few conjectures regarding the relationship between mana and weapons were exchanged.

    But with other players arriving in the training room, they inevitably had to wrap up their conversation.

    Kim Yul threw himself into his well-practiced daily routine over the past few days.

    Without a moment to rest, the routine continued until dusk.

    After finishing dinner and returning to the dormitory, Kim Yul uttered plaintive wails while opening the mission window.

    "Okay, okay, are you doing alright today again?"

    After a quick scan of the mission list, he located what he needed straightaway.

    The level 3 mission had changed format.

    It signified K was still progressing within the mission.

    While he drilled a gaze onto the number like engraving it in his vision, Kim Yul sent a message.

    - Kj: Hyung, check in with me today too.

    - Yokai: Yeah, you know you owe me another one tomorrow, right?

    - Kj: Of course!

    Codename Yokai, real name An Kijun.

    From what Kim Yul had seen, he wasn't someone who'd hit someone on the back unprovoked.

    However, he also isn't foolish enough to unconditionally help others without a reason.

    Hence, potions were dangled as a sweetener.

    By sending a message that 'the player in-game is still alive' to the phone number K gave, he's promised a potion every two days.

    This was a deal only shared between Kim Yul and An Kijun, unbeknownst to even Yang Hyewon.

    'Although I haven't mentioned to An Kijun that the phone number is related to K-hyung.'

    As K had requested this message since the day he began the level 3 mission, An Kijun may have already caught on.

    'I should at least warn K-hyung later.'

    After completing the task he had been doing for the past nine days, he reviewed the mission completion list.

    Since he had the mission window open, he intended to check the activity of other parties as well.

    "Oh...?"

    However, as soon as the latest list filled his eyes, he let out a silly sound.

    「04-1848 - Closed Contributor: K and 6 others (Unregistered Users)」

    Did he see it wrong? Kim Yul rubbed his eyes deliberately and checked the list again.

    Of course, the numbers remained untouched.

    Just in case, he verified the active mission list again.

    Yet, the level 3 mission was still highlighted.

    "What..."

    With a dumbfounded heart, a murmur escaped Kim Yul unconsciously.

    Remaining blank momentarily, he hurriedly opened the chat window.

    * * *

    「Corrupted Mana is Absorbed. Absorption Efficiency Decreases due to Absence of Direct Causal Process.」

    「Corrupted Mana is Absorbed. Absorption Efficiency Decreases due to Absence of Direct Causal Process.」

    「04-1848 Connection (3) is Destroyed.」

    「MISSION - All Connections of 04-1848 have been Destroyed. Holes are Sealed.」

    Three days since meeting Rashar's group.

    I held my lips below with force, holding back the corners threatening to ascend upwards.

    - Kj: What happened?! Hyung, level 4 clearance just popped up!

    Simultaneously, I glanced through the chat message from Kim Yul, calming my breath.

    'What happened, he asks?'

    Would he understand if I said I hopped on a bus?

    Not just any bus but one that speeds at unbelievably tremendous velocity.

    'All that hard work paid off.'

    Savoring a shiver of excitement, I pondered over the numerous days gone by, all built towards today.

  
    Chapter 47

    Chapter 47. Interaction (1)

    - Can't we maintain the barrier any longer?

    Right after the barrier disappeared, Rashar asked if I could manifest it again, but I had to shake my head.

    - Lacking mana?

    Without explaining in detail, I was hesitant to buy a skill stone worth more than 2,000 mana at that time.

    'My body might weaken.'

    Entering a Level 3 mission with mana dropping below 3,000 could result in unforeseen circumstances.

    I couldn't afford to take risks in a world teeming with monsters.

    Instead of buying a new barrier skill stone, Rashar and Raul took turns keeping watch.

    Fortunately, most people regained consciousness that night.

    Only one person hadn't awakened; the man with orange hair whom I had first rescued.

    Apparently, it was due to that black rod that had impaled his body.

    - The last I saw, a kerak was lodged in his body. It's a weapon made from their blood.

    - If absorbed into the body, it not only obstructs natural healing but also dissolves organs.

    - If you hadn't treated him, he would have died. Thank you very much.

    The effort to stop the bleeding by pouring potions like water seemed to have helped.

    After that, those who awoke began to gather themselves.

    And after searching the area throughout the night, Rashar determined there were no additional survivors.

    Therefore, as soon as dawn broke, departure was declared, and combat erupted less than an hour later.

    The opponents had similar mana to the ones I'd faced in the swamps.

    Occasionally, tricky ones showed up, which seemed to be the evolved species Rashar mentioned.

    Whenever a battle started, at least a hundred monsters perished.

    Yet, not even injuries occurred, let alone casualties.

    The combat was stable.

    On my own, managing 20 to 30 monsters was overwhelming.

    But Rashar's team hunted far more numbers efficiently.

    It wasn't solely because they were stronger than me.

    Despite the saying of 'one against a hundred', there is a limit to what a person can do alone.

    For more than a day, I fully experienced the advantages of party play.

    In the process, I watched Rashar and others destroying connections.

    「03-112 Connection(1) is being destroyed.」

    「04-1848 Connection(2) is being destroyed.」

    「03-224 Connection(1) is being destroyed.」

    「04-1848 Connection(2) is being destroyed.」

    ......

    Every time a message appeared, I touched the shield at my waist.

    It was a message I hadn't seen when the shield had a hole.

    I didn't know the reason then, but watching Rashar destroy a connection made me understand.

    "It's pointless to destroy just the physical form."

    The important thing was to disrupt the flow of mana stored in the connection and block it with your own mana.

    Only then would the connection be destroyed.

    I began to understand why there was no mana collection from Level 3 onwards.

    There were no connections at Levels 1 and 2.

    The system seemingly closed the hole directly.

    Thus, it likely allocated mana to players.

    But from Level 3, the players had to do it themselves.

    There was no need to collect mana forcefully.

    "I would have struggled for a while if I hadn't seen that."

    Following Rashar's group was beneficial in many ways.

    Not only did I safely gain combat experience, I learned how to destroy connections and gathered information about this world through conversation.

    Of course, the biggest advantage I gained from accompanying them was different.

    「The Trait Capitalism is activated.」

    「The system is switched to support mode. Supported player Kang Hyunwoo.」

    Three days after meeting Rashar's group.

    The Capitalism Trait, which had been dormant since it displayed the hidden mission called the main scenario, was activated again.

    「There is unregistered user-generated mana within a radius of 100m.」

    「Searching for a registered user for alternative absorption.」

    「Player Kang Hyunwoo confirmed.」

    「The corrupted mana is being absorbed. Absorption rate is decreased due to lack of direct causation.」

    "Huh...?"

    While still carrying Ahel, who hadn't regained consciousness, I uttered a dazed sound as I watched the battle unfold.

    The message had appeared at an unexpected timing, and its content was utterly surprising.

    But I couldn't stay dazed for long.

    The Chaos Index began to climb rapidly.

    The speed was incomparable to when I hunted monsters alone.

    Each time Rashar swung her sword, five or six monsters perished at once, naturally increasing the rate.

    Without the Purification Trait, I would have been helplessly swept away by mental corruption.

    I hurried to use Purification to steady my breath.

    Yet, my efforts to maintain composure did not bear fruit.

    Thump, thump.

    I felt my heart beating madly.

    With eyes trembling slightly, I scanned the surroundings.

    The first one my eyes sought was the greatest mana source in this group, Rashar Bennett.

    'Over there, her movements are too fast to follow.'

    The two people with the next highest mana, Rodwell and Sigram.

    'Here, I can barely see afterimages.'

    Next were Raul and Hesserma.

    'Their actions are relatively clear.'

    I had no confidence in winning if facing them singly.

    Rashar's group wielded enough power to overwhelm me.

    That's why I always maintained a minimal level of vigilance.

    I believed their power could pose a threat to me at any time.

    But the issue was different at this moment.

    'These good people!'

    Subconsciously, my breath started to falter.

    My heart was pounding so fast that it almost hurt.

    I had to clutch my chest tightly.

    'I went through so much trouble, at least this was worth it.'

    Memories of running around in the high-level hunting ground-like forest to save them came flooding back.

    Only today did I feel compensation for the hardships I went through back then.

    'Yes, if it has a conscience, it should at least offer this.'

    After driving me so hard, it's absurd to offer shabby vouchers as rewards.

    Although I briefly questioned the system for doing something I liked this time, I didn't have time to dwell in suspicion.

    Watching the pile of monster corpses grow, my grin kept widening uncontrollably.

    So, I shut my eyes tight and even gritted my teeth to prevent laughter from bursting forth.

    'Laughing in the middle of a battle is way too suspicious.'

    Even without another reason, Rashar occasionally observed me with a peculiar gaze.

    Despite feeling over the moon, I had to refrain from laughing amidst the ongoing monster combat.

    "K?"

    Huff, huff.

    Was it because I was trembling, clutching my chest with my head down?

    Raul, standing nearby, reacted to me.

    His voice brimming with concern called my name.

    Not only Raul, but also Sigram and Rodwell responded sensitively to my behavior.

    While engaging in their own battles, they cast glances my way now and then.

    "Are you hurt somewhere?"

    Hesserma even sliced through the half dozen monsters before him and dashed to my side.

    "I'm, no, I'm not hurt, I'm fine..."

    「The corrupted mana is being absorbed. Absorption rate is decreased due to lack of direct causation.」

    「The corrupted mana is being absorbed. Absorption rate is decreased due to lack of direct causation.」

    Darn, I'm not fine. Suddenly, an enormous amount of mana poured in.

    It was because Hesserma had annihilated a large number of monsters all at once while others continued their battle.

    Corrupted mana entered in large units.

    In that scenario, I had to focus on both Purification, leaving me frantic.

    "K!"

    Stumbling momentarily, I was supported by a panic-stricken Hesserma, who steadied me.

    He seemed about ready to discard Ahel, whom I had been carrying.

    I waved a hand to indicate I was okay and stood up.

    "Sometimes they do these burdening acts."

    After gaining consciousness, they must have heard from Raul that I might be an Outsider.

    What implications that carried, I did not know.

    However, since then, the group's demeanor had become awkwardly polite, adding a slight discomfort.

    They were so agitated and near tears over my mere stumble. No wonder it felt uncomfortable.

    Both Hesserma and others looked at me with concern-filled gazes.

    "Really, I'm okay. Please, continue. It seems it could become dangerous for others if you stay here..."

    However, Hesserma didn't easily back away.

    Instead, he stayed firmly by my side, seemingly keeping a watchful eye on me.

    'You have to hunt for me to absorb mana for free!'

    Eventually, I opened my eyes wide and clearly showed my discomfort.

    Only then did Hesserma step back and rejoined the fight.

    Though he occasionally glanced my way, I didn't sense it at all.

    My entire focus was elsewhere.

    「The corrupted mana is being absorbed. Absorption rate is decreased due to lack of direct causation.」

    Today, the incessant notifications were tolerable.

    I concentrated on Purification, controlling the tingling sensation enveloping my whole body.

    I wasn't sure how much time had passed like that.

    「04-1848 Connection(3) is destroyed.」

    「MISSION - All connections of 04-1848 have been destroyed. The hole is being sealed.」

    「Due to a lack of direct contribution, mission rewards will not be given.」

    The battle entered a lull, and Rashar destroyed the connection.

    Immediately, a message announced that the hole had been sealed.

    Had it been my former self a few hours ago, I might have puzzled over this, checking the mission log.

    But today, I bit my lip with a sense of lack.

    "It ended already?"

    Until the fight before, swordplay lasted at least a couple of hours.

    Why did it end so quickly this time?

    But no matter how regretful I felt, the monsters didn't come back surging.

    While I clicked my tongue internally, a message from Kim Yul arrived to which I replied briefly.

    - K: Caught a bus. I'll share the details later.

    Right after, I checked my status window.

    Although I couldn't quantify the absorbed mana, I could palpably sense the fiery mass swirling inside.

    There had to be a considerable accumulation.

    'Even so, it's like a candle flicker compared to Rashar.'

    Torn between anticipation and curiosity, I checked the status window.

    Player Kang Hyunwoo (Beta Tester)

    Mana: 6078.13 (Attribute Mana: 205)

    Chaos Index: 17.88%

    Affiliation: Earth

    Race: Human (Player)

    Rank: Alpha

    Attribute: Lightning

    Skills: Mana Manipulation (59.26%), Sense Expansion (43.16%), Mana Detection (lv.1 - 92.72%), Invisibility (48.43%), barrier (22.84%)

    Traits: Capitalism, adaptability, tenacity, Purification(lv.1 - 29.61%)

    Title: Bounty Hunter

    Reputation: 3024

    No matter how many times I checked, the numbers remained unchanged. It wasn't a mistake.

    My mana, which had dropped into the 3000s after buying potions and skill stones, had surpassed 6000 once again.

    All I did was stand and breathe!

    In a daze, much like someone under the influence of drugs, I released a languid breath.

    At that moment, sigram severed the neck of a monster that hadn't been completely vanquished.

    「The corrupted mana is being absorbed. Absorption rate is decreased due to lack of direct causation.」

    "Ah."

    The shiver trailing up my back made my body wobble.

    "K!"

    Raul dashed over like the wind to support me.

    While gripping his arm tightly, I shivered.

    This bus ride, its thrill was exhilarating beyond measure.

    * * *

    It had dog-like folded ears and a bulldog-wrinkled face. Its height barely reached up to my waist.

    Rashar's group called those dwarf monsters 'Omby'.

    I stabbed my spear into the stomach of such a creature.

    "Squeal!"

    I had killed 15 Omby by now.

    In contrast, the number of creatures killed by Rashar's group was beyond count.

    The path they had taken was riddled with Omby carcasses.

    This was my third ride on the bus they were operating.

    Two Level 4, one Level 3.

    In half a day, my name had been etched onto the mission completion list three times.

    Thanks to that, my mana increased exponentially.

    While glancing at my status window with a bewildered yet proud heart, a familiar call reached my ears.

    "Kay."

    It was Rashar, approaching from where she should have been leading at the forefront.

    "Are you hurt anywhere?"

    At Rashar's question, I nodded obediently while wiping monster blood off my spear.

    The others were also wrapping up the battle, gathering their respective weapons.

    It didn't take long to regroup and get ready.

    "I wish to depart immediately, are you alright with that?"

    "Of course."

    "Then let's go."

    After crossing the ground littered with monster corpses, we resumed moving.

    The camping site Rashar chose for the night was about two hours away from the scene of the last battle.

    It lacked the lingering stench of blood, had tall trees for watching out for intruders, and had rocks where we could hide overnight.

    Gasping for breath after keeping pace with their speed, I plopped down onto the earth.

    Damned System.

  
    Chapter 48

    Chapter 48. Interaction (2)

    'So damn fast.'

    The speed of Rashar's party was really something I had to grit my teeth to keep up with.

    It was clear they were going slower just to accommodate me.

    As a result, whenever we halted our movement, I was always left utterly exhausted.

    'To think my legs would tremble like this.'

    Sprawled out and trying to catch my breath for a moment, Rashar approached me hesitantly.

    I understood the signal and purchased bread and water from the shop.

    Given the possibility of monsters appearing from nowhere, we couldn't afford to light a fire.

    So, the party was making do with the bread and water I bought from the shop as meals.

    "...... Thank you."

    I chuckled at the sight of Rashar, whose ears had turned red.

    "If I hear it one more time, it'll make a hundred."

    It wasn't empty words—her gratitude was indeed excessive. My ears got tired of hearing it.

    Moreover, the schedule was delayed because they had to match my pace.

    "If you're really grateful, let's ensure a safe journey to the temple."

    "Journey......? Hmm, rest assured, I'll guarantee your safety to the outpost."

    I dismissed her words with a wave and began eating my share of the bread.

    "If you need more, just say so. I can supply as much bread and water as you need."

    "This is more than enough."

    After handing out the bread and water to the others, Rashar returned to my side.

    Even though I gained some favor for sparing their mana, the gaze they directed at me still felt oddly burdensome.

    So, having Rashar sticking close by was preferable.

    At least then, they wouldn't hesitate or cautiously gauge my mood before trying to talk to me.

    While quietly eating in the forest darkened by nightfall, Rashar broke the silence first.

    "You said this is your first time here, right?"

    Swallowing the bread in my mouth, I nodded and replied, "Yeah, I don't even know what's where."

    And isn't that why I asked you to lead me to the temple?

    Adding a word triggered the continuation of Rashar's speech after a short pause.

    "Then, may I ask where your hometown is?"

    Instead of answering immediately, I stared at Rashar for a moment.

    There was something peculiar about the question she just posed.

    'It's not particularly strange, but...'

    It's a question anyone meeting for the first time might ask.

    Checking someone's hometown or origin is a basic part of getting to know someone, right?

    And yet, I felt unease.

    'They think of me as an Outsider.'

    It meant someone not belonging to this place, an outsider.

    In such a context, if she's curious about my hometown, shouldn't she ask 'what kind of place' it is?

    But Rashar asked 'where' it is.

    'Isn't she too focused on location?'

    Isn't it strange to measure distance while talking about an Outsider?

    I couldn't help but feel uneasy about it, even if I might be overreacting.

    If this unease was indeed an illusion, it wouldn't matter, but if it were real...?

    I leaned back against a rock, folding my arms.

    'Caution...is she suspicious?'

    It was quite displeasing. After all, I had saved their lives, yet they're suspicious?

    But, at the same time, it was understandable.

    'Someone miraculously appearing to save lives at a critical moment is not really realistic.'

    But the timing doesn't make sense. Why now, instead of when we first met?

    Staring at Rashar with complex feelings, I noted that she didn't shy away from my gaze either.

    "Is it difficult to answer?"

    "Dunno......"

    My one word and gentle urging turned his vague suspicions into certainty.

    Her visibly tense face confirmed it wasn't my imagination.

    She was indeed suspicious of me. Assured of this, I couldn't help but chuckle.

    'At least it's clear she's not good at politics.'

    She can't even hide the fact she's suspicious of me at all.

    Her words, coupled with her expressions, revealed so much.

    'Well, being unable to hide one's thoughts is better than those who guard them jealously.'

    I took a moment to organize my thoughts before answering.

    The title of the hidden mission I was currently undertaking was the 'Main Scenario'.

    It's a term that usually denotes storyline progression spanning the larger universe of a game.

    This would be vastly different from previous missions involving eliminating monsters in locations denoted by numbers.

    Thus, forming alliances on this side wouldn't hurt.

    It's better to dispel unnecessary suspicions early on and foster friendships.

    "Hey."

    "Hmm?"

    "I didn't come after your group but followed a trail."

    "A trail...?"

    "There were traces of people where I found this shield in the swamp."

    I tapped the shield with my fingers before pulling out a bag from my inventory.

    My tone was relatively indifferent as I continued speaking.

    Although I felt annoyed, I wasn't upset enough to be angry.

    'Frankly speaking, I would've been suspicious too.'

    Coincidence and fate? Those are things reserved for tales and stories.

    Had I been in Rashar's position, I would've been more persistent in my distrust.

    So, instead of getting mad, I began showcasing the bag as I explained and defended myself.

    The loot I gathered served as excellent evidence.

    After a not-so-brief recount, I emphasized clearly.

    "If you really think about it, it's not that I followed you. It's that you appeared where I was."

    So don't try to test me. Rashar cleared her throat and averted her gaze.

    'It seems she gets the message.'

    Satisfied with shutting her up, I was about to pack the bag again.

    But then, seeing the swollen hand that remained fresh in the timeless inventory made me hesitate.

    Pieces of corpses collected from the swamp.

    I had taken it to verify whether it was a human hand, but since I've met living humans, there's no need to thoroughly examine it anymore, right?

    'Nope.'

    Instead of placing the decaying hand back into the bag, I tossed it far away.

    Along with the skull that came up when the connection was retrieved.

    "Ha."

    No matter how hard I tried to ignore it, knowing an expired hand rotted in my bag wasn't pleasant.

    Clearing it out felt refreshing.

    Still, just because my mind felt lighter didn't mean my body had to become uncomfortable.

    I added a word to Rashar, who still eyed the things I tossed.

    "Don't get any strange ideas. I just don't need them now that I've met people."

    Explaining that I originally intended to check them in my world made Rashar's face blush.

    "Ahem, I, I didn't misunderstand."

    "Sure, you didn't."

    Responding indifferently, my mind was still busy.

    Rashar didn't seem like a bad person, but she defiantly started being wary of me.

    'Why all of a sudden? Did I mess up somewhere?'

    I reviewed the past few days.

    Wondering if I made any mistakes, or if there had been any peculiar reactions from the people around me.

    Meanwhile, my hands were busy working.

    Having discarded the dubious possessions, I intended to pack the bag again.

    "Anyway."

    "Hmm?"

    Clearing her throat, Rashar picked up a piece of paper laid on the ground, one of the spoils retrieved from an emaciated corpse.

    "Looks like you've followed the trail of some investigators."

    "Investigators?"

    Suddenly, why is she like this? Just a moment ago, she was wary, now she's explaining voluntarily.

    Why is she back and forth like that?

    'Well, there's no need to refuse.'

    I leaned over to look at the paper in her hand.

    「Sevarma Canyon, assembles Messeo 13 estimated, contamination severe.」

    「Additional investigation impossible. Retreat decision on April 22」

    They were unfamiliar letters but I understood the meaning.

    'Come to think of it... the title of these earrings included both Interpreter and Translation, didn't it?'

    As soon as I recalled the name of the earring, Rashar's finger slipped into view.

    "They are called investigators; they observe corrupted areas and record the number and distribution of enemies."

    It seemed like they were acting as reconnaissance.

    They were in a high-risk role, required to traverse enemy territory.

    Thus, a mage capable of conjuring barriers was mandatory to include.

    "Here, can you see?"

    Immediately, Rashar pointed to the bottom of the paper.

    A bird with wings spread was stamped there.

    "It's the ancient Ferrell royal symbol and the current official emblem of the Ferrell Resistance."

    Next, she gestured to the hilt of the sword on her waist.

    "Ah."

    The same bird shape was engraved at the end of the hilt as on the paper.

    "As these records belong to the resistance's investigators, I hope you'll allow me to retrieve them."

    "...... It's more significant to you than to me, I wouldn't forcefully take it. Oh, but the weapons aren't up for grabs."

    Aside from the two hanging at her waist, they were falling apart, but I wanted to check in the shop window.

    "Retrieving the records is sufficient. However, the owner of this record......."

    "They were corpses when I found them."

    After explaining the six dried-up corpses, Rashar clicked her tongue.

    "A parasitic colony must have appeared nearby."

    "Parasite?"

    "They drink up blood and all bodily fluids."

    The main body burrows in an inconspicuous place, remaining still, whereas worm-like replicas suck up the bodily fluids from beings, delivering them to the main body.

    Hence, unless the main body is killed, the replicas continue to multiply.

    "Once a parasitic colony forms, burning the area is the only way. Hence, they're sensitive to flame-based mana."

    Rashar sighed deeply, and I mulled over the words she'd chosen.

    'Flame-based mana? Not flame-based magic?'

    There seemed to be a reason the translation opted for different words.

    While I pondered whether to ask or not, Rashar tucked the paper away and spoke again.

    "Probably the flame magic unleashed by the pursuit group caused the replicas to hide. If it weren't for that, we would've been doomed overnight. Just like the investigators who left this record."

    Again, a strange word lodged itself in my mind.

    'Pursuit group...'

    Two flashes from above, abruptly descending groups.

    Perhaps the first flash pertained to Rashar's party and the second to the pursuit group.

    I recalled the past I saw through authority regarding Rashar.

    "I have something to ask you too."

    "What is it?"

    "The past I glimpsed through authority."

    I involuntarily swallowed dryly.

    "Who were you trying to rescue?"

    Instead of answering immediately, Rashar paused briefly, seeming to select her words carefully.

    I chose to wait, not rushing her.

    'Wonder if she'll answer.'

    Up until yesterday, she had been diligent in explaining anything I asked.

    Consequently, I gradually learned the common knowledge of this world.

    There're seven gods and their names, as well as their powers.

    In the past few days, Rashar was quite kind to me.

    But now, for some reason, she was cautious.

    Before speaking, she pondered whether it was something she could share or not.

    Fortunately, Rashar eventually answered after a lengthy silence.

    "Those oppressed at the farm."

    "Farm......?"

    "A food farm."

    No long explanation was required.

    Adding the word "human" before food farm alone clarified everything.

    It implied that just as there are farms for pigs being raised for slaughter, there existed farms for humans.

    This meant human beings were considered livestock in this world.

    Likely under the reign of those many monsters I had seen. My gut twisted.

    Still, feeling uncomfortable didn't justify halting information gathering.

    I was about to inquire about mana.

    But before I could open my mouth, two pieces of news arrived simultaneously.

    "Sir Bennett, Ahel has awakened!"

    「A chat message from codename Kj has arrived.」

    Rashar hastily ran to Ahel, and I watched her retreating figure before opening the chat window.

    - Kj: Just a moment ago, Squad Leader Yang muttered hyung's name and took Namkyu away~

    'Namkyu?'

    It wasn't the first time Kim Yul had messaged me.

    When I had cleared a Level 4 mission unofficially and even before meeting Rashar's group, he had reached out.

    He told me my codename was being mentioned within the NIS.

    'Though he couldn't eavesdrop on the details, something about Korea and overseas was mentioned.......'

    It was clear something related to me had transpired.

    And in that context, Yang Jochul, the squad leader, taking Namkyu alluded to news meant for me, right?

    'I'll find out soon.'

    Unsurprisingly, about twenty minutes later, a name both familiar and foreign appeared in the message window.

    Damned System

  
    Chapter 49

    Chapter 49. Interaction (3)

    「Chat message received from codename Im Namkyu.」

    Unlike Kim Yul, Namkyu and I had never exchanged messages before.

    Since I had entrusted him to the National Intelligence Service, I hadn't cared for him at all.

    'Actually, it was Kim Yul and Yang Hyewon who took care of him instead.'

    Because of the ten-day grace period, Namkyu had no choice but to partner with Kim Yul's party for the mission.

    It was said that Yang Hyewon had been the first to bring it up.

    'If the kid had died during the mission, it would've weighed heavily on my mind.'

    Fortunately, I was relieved to a certain extent, even if it wasn't enough for me to express gratitude directly.

    'Just having my name mentioned in relation to him was enough.'

    That seemed enough for a kid I had never met before.

    Namkyu was young and already in trouble.

    Helping him resolve it didn't only stop at that; I had provided him with a role as a connection to prevent him from being openly ostracized.

    It was truly everything I could do for a child I had never met before.

    So, there was no need to feel sorry for not caring for him further.

    Swallowing discomfort, I read through Namkyu's strings of messages.

    Yet, my resolve to be detached quickly dissolved.

    - Im Namkyu: I'm sorry I didn't thank you back then, sir. Thank you so much for helping me. I wasn't sure if I could reach out first, so I didn't text you.

    The misspellings and lack of proper spacing in his message struck me.

    - Im Namkyu: I'm doing well. The people here are teaching me thoroughly, and I'm learning diligently.

    - Im Namkyu: People here ask about you, but I didn't say anything. I'll keep quiet in the future too.

    My eyes shook subtly. I had never seen spelling this awful before.

    When the twins were younger than Namkyu, they weren't this bad.

    'Originally, those two are good at studying because they take after me.'

    Their test scores had never dipped below 80.

    'Poor kid... He probably isn't even going to school. Is he not studying on his own?'

    With worries that any parent would have, I clenched my hand anxiously.

    Meanwhile, Namkyu's messages continued.

    - Im Namkyu: Yang Jochul-hyung says he has something important to share. I'll write it down as he told me.

    - Im Namkyu: Hello, K. This is the squad leader Yang Jochul who greeted you the other day. Hope everything has been peaceful at home. I've heard you recently started a Level 3 mission...

    It was evident an adult penned the introduction.

    It was quite lengthy, and the main message beyond it was even longer.

    I skimmed through the introduction as swiftly as I could, focusing primarily on the main content and results.

    These were not light matters, causing my expression to harden slightly.

    I had to turn my back on my companions and retreat to a corner to hide it.

    - Im Namkyu: The stated reason for their entry into the country is tourism, but the situation seems suspicious. In the course of surveillance, the term 'player' has been mentioned multiple times.

    - Im Namkyu: Moreover, for nearly two weeks, over half of them have been deliberately hiding their accents. Previously, they used American English, yet three hours ago, two individuals suddenly started using British accents. It seems to be an effort to conceal their origin.

    - Im Namkyu: Reports have been noted about frequent posts regarding K's actions in the community. We determined it was better for you to know than not, and decided to inform you.

    The message didn't narrate every step of how the National Intelligence Service discovered and began monitoring them.

    But it clearly mentioned that British-accented individuals had entered Korea and they were speaking of players.

    "Britain, then..."

    Perhaps David. They tend to be quite proactive in locating players and securing information on them.

    "Tsk."

    I clicked my tongue briefly and sent a message to Ethan.

    I asked if there were any targeted movements towards Korea or regions in Asia.

    Ethan soon replied that he would look into it.

    A momentary silence fell afterward. In that quietude, I blinked slowly twice before closing my eyes.

    "Ha."

    A hollow laugh slipped out, born from a sudden surge of helplessness.

    All I had done just now was ask Ethan to investigate the situation.

    Beyond that, nothing else came to mind.

    Unconsciously, I rubbed my frozen expression on my face to loosen up.

    'I can't just sit around doing nothing until I get an answer.'

    If the individuals Yang Jochul discovered had any ties to David, my identity shouldn't be revealed.

    'It's already confirmed that they're looking for me.'

    This conclusion was objectively deduced from what Ethan had told me.

    He had already classified players as 'dangerous'.

    And as such, he was obsessed with keeping them under surveillance.

    "To try to control them, I guess."

    The inability to control danger would naturally make him anxious.

    Therefore, the moment my name appeared in the open, he would likely target my family first.

    'The same way he did with Ethan.'

    Capturing hostages was an effective strategy for both him and me.

    Just imagining a gun aimed at Yeonwoo and Jinwoo had a fire burning fiercely inside me.

    'Don't get excited.'

    I steadied my breathing and calmed myself.

    'It's unlikely they've tracked down individual targets yet.'

    No matter how many times I reviewed it, there was no leeway for that to happen.

    At best, rumors in the community spoke of an Asian, that's all.

    Besides the potential threat factor, any nationality exposure would be due to traces left inadvertently in the guidebook.

    I was still hidden among the crowd.

    So, there was room to maneuver before my face or name became issues.

    'Should I hide even deeper?'

    I hadn't revealed myself while moving before, so what else could I do now?

    'Or should I make them shift their focus elsewhere?'

    How exactly would I do that?

    'Perhaps I should request protection from the government?'

    But if that turns out to be walking into the tiger's den?

    A heavy and deep sigh escaped me.

    'If I was alone, none of this would concern me.'

    I might've considered moving more boldly.

    If the risks were mine alone to bear, I wouldn't have needed to be this cautious.

    Maybe I would have even considered targeting David's family in turn.

    But knowing that those dear to me could be entangled because of me, it made me become more cautious.

    Perched on a nearby rock, I clasped my hands in serious contemplation.

    Then, a rustling sound prompted me to turn around hastily.

    "Oh, excuse me."

    A man with a slight build, for a male, approached. His height was around my shoulder.

    Despite the darkness, my enhanced perception allowed me to catch a glimpse of his orange hair.

    His eyes beneath were probably grey.

    Just like they had mentioned regaining consciousness a while ago, it was Ahel.

    He was the ally I rescued first and had remained unconscious until now.

    "I'm called Ahel."

    He approached with an outstretched hand, as if for a handshake.

    "It looked like you were thinking about something. I apologize if I interrupted."

    There wasn't much to be interrupted. Even had no one interrupted, I would have found no solution.

    "I'm K."

    I shook my head, grasping Ahel's offered hand.

    "Are you okay to move already?"

    His complexion was so pale that it stood out in the darkness, and it naturally raised such a thought.

    Directing my gaze towards the rest of the group to gauge their mood, I saw every eye directed my way, excluding Ahel.

    Even Ahel, upon looking back, caused them to disperse quickly.

    Except for Rashar, she remained fixed on Ahel and me, almost as if she were monitoring us.

    Was she still affected by the wariness towards me?

    Before I could ponder how to resolve that, Ahel spoke.

    "Could I trouble you for a moment?"

    "... That's not a problem."

    I didn't hesitate to accept his proposal.

    Since we hadn't exchanged any words until now, I was curious.

    Additionally, I wondered why he had come seeking me so soon after regaining consciousness.

    With a soft groan, Ahel sat at the far edge of the rock where I was sitting.

    As he moved, a shackle under his loose hoodie briefly revealed itself before disappearing.

    While he settled in and caught his breath, I felt a sense of incongruity.

    He appeared as pale as a patient, yet was smiling as if he had all the happiness in the world, making it seem like a mismatch.

    "I heard you were the one who saved me..."

    It was Ahel who initiated the conversation.

    "I'm terribly late in thanking you. I really appreciate it."

    "I'm not unreasonable to expect gratitude from someone who was unconscious."

    Ahel's eyes widened slightly at my straightforward response.

    I lightly scanned him up and down, adding more words.

    "Seeing you safe makes the effort worth it."

    Despite having used the most potions on Ahel, I didn't feel it was wasteful.

    Especially since I had gained much more mana than I had used.

    "You have a frank demeanor."

    "I dislike pointless actions."

    "Then getting straight to business even during a first meeting wouldn't make me seem rude?"

    "Yes, indeed."

    Ahel subtly implied that after basic civility, he preferred diving into the main topic.

    "Seems like we'll get along well."

    Excessive courtesy is just a waste of time.

    It's better to just get to the point and be done with it.

    I awaited silently for Ahel to speak his intentions.

    Seeing him take a deep breath and relax his face into a smile, for a split second, his eyes seemed to glisten while looking at me.

    A shiver ran down my spine.

    "Would you be interested in exchanging mana with me?"

    "... What?"

    "My attribute is a rank 3 spatial type, you see."

    He lifted the pendant hanging from his neck to show me.

    For a moment, I alternated between looking at Ahel and the pendant silently.

    How he interpreted my action was unclear, but Ahel proceeded more quickly, as though easing my brewing thoughts.

    "It's for utility. Not comparable to yours, of course."

    "... What isn't comparable to mine?"

    "Hm? Your mana."

    What was he talking about?

    I just stared at him without responding, causing Ahel to rub his cheek with an awkward chuckle.

    "Am I wrong?"

    "...."

    "Does it bother you? If so, I apologize. The residue felt vivid, so I assumed you weren't masking it."

    "I don't understand a word you're saying, though."

    "... It wasn't just visible to me, then."

    I understood his meaning, yet it felt akin to hearing a foreign language.

    "Rank, spatial type, element, mana, residue..."

    As I mulled over these unfamiliar terms, I recalled Rashar's earlier words.

    "Fire attribute mana."

    During our discussions about whether or not the parasitic disturbance had formed, she had definitely referred to it as mana, not magic.

    Almost as if types of mana were categorized differently.

    "Are you referring to attribute mana by any chance?"

    Contemplating alone was endless, so I chose to ask directly.

    "What does being rank 3 or spatial type precisely mean?"

    Ahel's demeanor held such inherent goodwill.

    This stemmed not simply from his liking or gratitude toward me but more like an intentional display to win favor.

    'Because he desires something.'

    He explicitly mentioned exchanging mana.

    While the exact nature of it remained unclear, nor how it's accomplished.

    But because his goal was yet unachieved, he wouldn't ignore my question.

    "The term mana essentially implies 'nature'."

    As expected, after a brief silent observation, Ahel responded with a bright smile.

    "And this mana divides into ranks based on its attributes."

    "..."

    "More specifically, based on the degree to which it can interfere with or defy nature, mana is ranked."

    With a raised index finger, he continuously and gradually explained, drawing my focus.

    "Mana without specific attributes is deemed rank 1; academies estimate 90% of non-magic races fall into this category. To nature."

    Within them, over half inherently have so little mana they can't even sense it.

    "Of course, there are those who can indeed sense mana among them. But it's difficult for them to become mages. Most opt for the path of a knight."

    Without attributes, you can't interfere with or defy nature.

    Ahel's choice of words encompassed substantial information.
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    'A mage in the academic world...'

    This world had been researching the field of mana for a long time. Naturally, mages who specialized in it existed.

    When I had just discovered this new fact, Ahel extended his middle finger after pointing with his index.

    "Next, we have the rank 2 mana with specific attributes."

    The very basic four elements fell under this category: water, fire, wind, and earth.

    'Does this world have the Four Guardian Gods concept? I think Hyunmoo was water, wasn't it?'

    I stopped trying to apply concepts from Earth and shifted my thinking. I couldn't understand this world through my common sense.

    According to Ahel's explanation, one could only use magic that matched the attribute of their mana. A mage with an earth attribute couldn't use a fireball.

    'Was that what it meant to interfere with or defy nature?'

    I could now reconsider the parts I hadn't questioned until then.

    'Come to think of it.'

    Some skills required attribute mana each time they were implemented. While it only needed a little compared to other mana, attribute mana was necessary for using skills like Invisibility and Barrier.

    "Hmm...?"

    Linking attributes to skills brought to mind posts I often saw on the community boards. Many posts said that despite purchasing skills, they couldn't use them.

    'There were only about a dozen or so posts.'

    I had thought it was because those individuals lacked mana manipulation.

    But if it was an attribute issue?

    'That doesn't make sense, does it?'

    I had never been unable to use a skill due to an attribute. Besides, if this hypothesis were true, there should be more posts in the community.

    I thought seriously about it.

    'The magic Ahel refers to is definitely the same as the system's skills.'

    In that case, only those who passed the Promotion Test should be able to use skills.

    Items required to have attributes came from passing the Promotion Test or buying them from the shop.

    This meant that the majority of players couldn't use skills at this current stage in the system.

    So why were there so few posts about skills-related problems?

    The answer was found quickly.

    'Most players are still low-level.'

    The majority of players had only entered missions after being reluctantly pushed from behind.

    It meant that most were still at Level 1.

    They might have cleared missions a few times or once, if at all.

    Those who completed missions voluntarily, without system prompts, were stepping up to Level 2 sequentially.

    'They have just about accumulated enough mana to purchase skills.'

    Since few people purchased skills, naturally, there were fewer posts about not being able to use them.

    One question was resolved, but another remained.

    I busily sent chat messages to players I knew, including Kim Yul.

    - K: Seems like there are conditions for using each skill. You'd better hold off on buying any skills for now; I'm looking into it further.

    Especially Ethan. Since he had already used a Low-rank Attribute Stone, he needed to be cautious.

    'It was definitely rock, right?'

    He seemed to be set on a defensive attribute conducive for a tanker role.

    But since the skills presumed to be for defensive roles were quite expensive, he had been holding off and saving mana.

    If this wasn't confirmed and he purchased skills that didn't match his attribute, it would be a loss.

    I confirmed Ethan's understanding and noted Ahel calling for me.

    "K? Is there something wrong?"

    "No, not at all. Could you continue with your explanation?"

    His gaze, which had been observing me in a peculiar manner, shifted slightly to the side.

    An involuntary twitch came to my eyes.

    Ahel's direction of attention was towards the tabs I had been using to operate both the community and chat windows.

    In this game, you could click the system interface merely with your gaze and thoughts, without even using fingers.

    So, when using the system features, your pupils moved frequently.

    Ahel had keenly observed those movements.

    Why? His eyes seemed to sparkle.

    The unease I felt when he first spoke to me with a pale smile resurfaced.

    "... What are you looking at so intently?"

    I asked, trying to divert Ahel's floating gaze towards me.

    "Oh, there was no ill intent. Think of it as an occupational habit."

    His smile grew deeper as my gaze narrowed.

    "Hmm... where did I leave off? Ah, the rank."

    This time, he extended three fingers.

    "Now, onto rank 3, right?"

    "Yes."

    "When more than two elements overlap or when an existing element is further intensified into a new one, the mana is classified as rank 3."

    This meant that attributes such as lava or ice corresponded to rank 3 mana.

    "Lava, being a combination, allows the use of both fire and earth magic. Do you understand?"

    "Then what about the space attribute you mentioned..."

    "Even within the same category, there's a variety of ranks. I am of the basic rank 3 in the space category. Since air fundamentally fills space, the space category falls under a higher hierarchy of the wind element."

    The explanation wasn't particularly tangible.

    I had never considered distinguishing the hierarchy of elements until now.

    Whether he noticed my struggle, Ahel elaborated further.

    "Lava is overlapped by more than one element. Do you understand?"

    Magma solidified into granite over time.

    So, understanding a connection to the earth was logical.

    "Yes."

    "In contrast, attributes like ice or my own space attribute are more complex, enriched forms of a single element."

    "Well..."

    "Overlapping and intensification are basic concepts necessary to understand the study of mana attributes. If you delve into it professionally, it becomes complex."

    "What do you mean by complex?"

    I regretted counter-questioning as soon as I asked.

    "From the outset, the existence of fire without air doesn't make sense, does it? Hence, there are quite a few claims that the four elements classification itself is flawed."

    "..."

    "There has never been a cessation of arguments among mages advocating for different elemental classifications. Of course, reasons vary, so consensus hasn't been reached to produce any new classification method. Consequently, a total of eight classification methods established to refute the four elements exist now, and—"

    "Let's skip over those."

    A voice firmly interrupted Ahel as he continued his uninterrupted speech.

    "You made a wise decision."

    At last, Ahel flashed a bright smile and stopped explaining.

    "I would like a detailed explanation on the higher hierarchy aspect, though."

    Nodding in understanding, Ahel clenched both his hands into fists and offered his left hand first.

    "Water is lower-tiered."

    Following was his right hand.

    "While ice is higher-tiered."

    He spoke while stacking his right hand over his left.

    "Ice naturally includes water, but water doesn't naturally include ice. The element of low temperature is additionally necessary. However, that's not one of the four primary elements. Hence, it's classified as intensification instead of overlap."

    "..."

    "A higher rank of mana encompasses more magic that can be used."

    This implied that there were more avenues to interfere with and defy nature.

    "Of course, as the mana concentration and scent grow higher, it becomes richer, and the power is naturally stronger compared to lower-ranked mana."

    The calm voice added that less mana was needed to produce tremendous power.

    "As for rank 4 and 5, you can consider them as more elements overlap or intensify than rank 3."

    Theoretically, a rank 6 exists, but there has been no practical discovery.

    "In result, the mana classified within nature tops out at rank 5."

    "Does stating it pertains to nature's grade imply there are grades that do not pertain to nature?"

    "Debates arise over whether divine realms should be included in the rank."

    "... You mean people like Rashar."

    They seemed to consider the power that those referred to as apostles held as beyond standard norms.

    "Well, it's hard to consider such power as merely natural."

    While much remained unknown about the apostles, I understood mana just a bit more.

    'The broad classification is the four primary elements.'

    This was the foundation, and elements piled on like steps to increase the rank.

    Based on Ahel's explanation, I tried analyzing my attribute.

    'Not one of the four primary elements, so I'm definitely rank 3 or above.'

    It seemed to lean more towards overlap than intensification. So, which elements were overlapping?

    'Since lightning is ultimately light energy, should I think of it as fire, perhaps?'

    Should wind also be included?

    'No, maybe it's just an intensification of fire?'

    Confused by this unfamiliar concept, I hesitated.

    'Why pose such dilemmas to a humanities student?'

    I briefly wrinkled my brow in contemplation.

    Suddenly, Ahel picked up a stone from the ground.

    "Since we've covered the ranking, shall we now explain magic?"

    I deferred my thoughts, focusing on Ahel's actions.

    Suddenly, with a flash of brightness from his moving mana, the surroundings lit up.

    Shortly after, the stone, which should've been in his palm, appeared hovering about 10cm from it.

    It wasn't moved by someone picking it up or Ahel throwing it.

    Without any transit process, its position merely changed.

    'This is it, spatial movement.'

    After confirming the stone on the ground, I raised my head.

    "Hasn't it been said that mana can interfere and defy nature?"

    "... So magic, in essence, refers to phenomena that disrupt and defy nature."

    "Correct. Attribute mana pays the price for deviating from the natural flow."

    Ahel's explanation still mystified. It seemed understandable yet perplexing.

    'Indeed, it's not natural for an object to shift without any interference.'

    I listened intently to Ahel's continued discourse with an uncertain expression.

    "Of course, not all magic requires a cost."

    He purported there were spells capable of being performed with even rank 1 mana, without any attributes.

    These were mostly tied to the inherent property of mana itself, associated with vitality, classified as low-grade magic among academia.

    "Does this clear up your curiosity?"

    "To some extent."

    Ahel glanced briefly at my hands as he said.

    "So, what do you think?"

    "Yes?"

    "Would you like to exchange it? My mana can be used for movement magic, refraction, slicing magic, and such."

    Exchanging mana would enable utilizing the space category of magic that I otherwise couldn't not supposed to use.

    'Similar to different types of vehicles needing distinct fuels, it seems.'

    Just as there are electric cars and diesel cars, each type of magic required a specific source material matching its type.

    So, is it that mana bearers developed by exchanging with each other to use various magics?

    'The presence of Skill Stones must have stemmed from this context.'

    It was a sensible hypothesis.

    "How exactly does one exchange mana?"

    I questioned, intrigued, as Ahel pointed at my left hand.

    More distinctly, the sapphire ring on my left pinky finger.

    "A storage magical tool... I'm not familiar with this."

    I nodded in agreement, and Ahel then displayed the pendant hanging from his necklace.

    "This is storage."

    Wispy vapors seemed to siphon into his necklace.

    My eyes widened slightly. I was aware of the phenomenon.

    "It's mostly depleted at the moment, though."

    Ahel explained with a smile, promising to initiate storage once returned to the garrison.

    I was beginning to grasp the use of a storage magical tool.

    "Would you like to exchange?"

    Upon Ahel's repetitive question, I hesitated, fiddling with the ring touched by his gaze.

    His offer didn't unsettle me.

    I simply suspected there was more to exploit from him, causing my pause.

    'Given Ahel currently holds no stored mana, exchanging now isn't possible anyway.'

    The one at a disadvantage was Ahel, not me. This opportunity called for extracting further insight.

    "How does one access the stored mana here?"

    I tapped lightly on the ring while I asked, watching as Ahel licked his lips as if tasting them.

    Feigning obliviousness, I anticipated his reply.

    "Hmm... May I take a closer look?"

    My hesitation was brief.

    'There are at least 2,000 stored mana here.'

    Gathering bit by bit, every free moment without battle was spent infusing mana.

    Just materializing it would be enough to cover the area with lightning.

    'I've painstakingly gathered it; I must learn how to use it.'

    I handed the ring to Ahel.

    Damned System
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    He raised the ring to his eye level and examined it closely.

    "It's three-star. The activation phrase is..."

    For a brief moment, the mana around Ahel moved, and then he smiled inscrutably as he spoke.

    "It's a name. The true name of the mana holder."

    Inadvertently, this revealed that my name wasn't K, but it didn't really matter.

    "K is also my name."

    It's a code 'name', so technically, it's not a lie.

    "Names can be multiple, right? I'm like that, and Bennett has an alias too. No need to explain."

    "I'm glad you understand."

    "Ah, since we're on the topic, let me explain something too."

    Ahel, still with a smile, suddenly lowered his voice.

    "While examining the magic item, I naturally learned that your mana belongs to the lightning attribute."

    It wasn't too surprising. Ahel had approached me with some intuition about my mana from the start.

    'Probably related to what he said about the echo.'

    Revealing my attribute was something I had accepted when I handed him the ring. I responded to Ahel with a smile.

    "I had no intention of hiding it."

    "You should hide it though."

    His response was unexpected.

    "People like you are extremely rare."

    Apparently, even a few years ago, there were less than 100 people with rank 5 mana across the continent.

    "Since all four elements overlap in you, the scent is naturally strong. You should learn to hide it soon."

    His words triggered a memory from my middle school science class.

    'Lightning... forms in storm clouds, right?'

    Typically, storm clouds form due to rising currents from heated air on the ground.

    For the energy generated there to fall, it needs the element of the earth again.

    'It all makes sense when you think of it that way.'

    I wasn't able to deduce the answer alone yet, but Ahel's explanation helped me understand.

    Thanks to this, I realized why I hadn't noticed the issues when using my skills.

    'So, Mana Detection is a magic usable at rank 1?'

    Considering its price, it was sufficient to be called low-rank magic.

    'The effect is merely locating mana around.'

    Thus, Ahel's insights on mana, attributes, and magic all aligned with my understanding.

    The method to confirm this assumption was simple. I could show Ahel the butterflies that appeared whenever I implemented Mana Detection.

    "Is this low-rank magic?"

    Flutter, flutter.

    As soon as Ahel saw the red butterfly that flew out of my pocket, he nodded.

    "Yes, it is."

    With the next moment, a dozen blue shining butterflies emerged, surrounding him.

    The light shimmered from the butterflies, disrupting the darkness to some extent.

    "Magic of the detection line only opens a pathway allowing mana to perceive other mana."

    Even without this magic, mana-sensitive individuals can sense the presence of life forms in unseen areas.

    Thus, it doesn't intentionally create light where there shouldn't be any, unlike forcing light to flow in resistance.

    If you had to pinpoint, it's closer to expansion than resistance.

    Ahel continued his somewhat ambiguous explanation, then waved his hand to dismiss the butterflies.

    Now, it finally explained why I could use Mana Detection and Sense Expansion even when I had no attribute.

    However, resolving my doubts didn't make me feel particularly pleased.

    For whatever reason, Ahel's eyes seemed to glitter more intensely than before.

    As I unconsciously leaned my upper body slightly backward, Ahel's eyes slanted even more deeply.

    He placed the ring on his palm, covering it with the other hand, and began muttering an insinuating tone.

    "If it becomes known, everyone will want to exchange with you."

    It's because wielding all four fundamental elements with just a pinch of mana is exceedingly rare.

    "And if you decline... it might become an exchange neglecting mutual agreement."

    When Ahel removed his hand, my ring fell towards the ground with a flashing light.

    Unlike a pebble, I reacted instantly and caught the ring.

    'So basically...'

    It was a warning that unilateral plundering could occur without my consent.

    Particularly if someone as powerful as Rashar initiated such a snatch, I'd be utterly powerless.

    Leaving a fairly chilling warning, Ahel had a pure, innocent smile on his face.

    He even adorably cupped his chin with his hands and leaned closer.

    "My business is concluded. If you ever consider an exchange, do let me know later. As soon as I return to the base, my mana will immediately accumulate."

    "Yes, I'll think about it."

    "Thanks for sparing the time."

    "I should be the one thanking, as it was quite an informative conversation."

    "Glad to hear."

    Ahel managed the entire interaction with a smiling face and then promptly stood up.

    "One more thing I'm curious about, if you don't mind me asking?"

    But I stopped him in his tracks.

    Rather than verbally responding, Ahel just turned back towards me, signaling that I could ask any question.

    With his unspoken consent, I asked him something I had been wondering since our first encounter.

    "Why do you wear that?"

    With a playful, mischievous expression, Ahel replied to my curiosity.

    "It's a kind of promise."

    "... What does it signify?"

    "A promise not to disregard the agreements made with others."

    Upon hearing this, a familiar discordance grew stronger and clearer, almost reaching my ears.

    Watching him return to Rashar, I clicked my tongue internally.

    'Consider the idea of getting along withdrawn.'

    Ahel and I weren't genuinely getting along. It was merely easy to converse because he aligned himself to win my favor.

    'I'm only able to read what's shown.'

    Throughout our not-so-brief conversation, I grasped nothing about his intentions other than what he openly shared.

    It was impossible to comprehend or judge Ahel because I couldn't glimpse his true intentions.

    'When there's no glimpse of one's honesty like this, it's rarely a good signal.'

    With Jaehyuk and Rashar, there was a fundamental understanding of the opposite party.

    It means they operated within a realm of common sense I could comprehend and judge.

    'It suggests they, at their core, share my manner of thinking, in essence, kindred spirits.'

    In contrast, Ahel always left a lingering discordance during interactions.

    His actions, laughter, and thoughts were beyond my understanding.

    This meant his method of thinking was fundamentally different from mine.

    My experience suggested that folks like him, who were difficult to read, often.

    'Better to avoid entanglement.'

    I watched Ahel walking back to Rashar's place and clicked my tongue briefly.

    'I should be cautious for a while.'

    Fortunately, once this mission ended, I wouldn't have any more dealings with him.

    Until then, I only needed to maintain a suitable relationship and keep my distance.

    * * *

    Under normal circumstances, we would've rested for a night and set off at dawn.

    But the plan changed once Ahel awoke.

    Once his mana recovered, we intended to use teleportation magic.

    'No need to engage in more battles if traveling unnecessarily is avoidable.'

    Battles allowed my mana consumption to increase!

    Recollecting Rashar's explanation, I felt slightly regretful within.

    Despite waking up and not leaving, continuing our rest felt like wasting time.

    To pass it, I was skimming through the shop window.

    If no additional movement was planned, combat situations were less likely to arise.

    Then it was time to utilize the mana I had, which was now in my possession.

    With a serious demeanor, I examined the shop window.

    Then, nearby, Rashar and Ahel's conversation began increasing in volume.

    "It's fortunate you woke before we passed through the Karof Forest."

    "Given half the team is gone, it saves on mana, I agree."

    "... You know that's not the reason, though."

    "For me, it is."

    "When will you stop behaving like a child?"

    Bickering.

    "Till I'm fed up. If any survived, more mana would be necessary, and we could have all died at the contamination site. Hence, it's fortunate."

    "Ahel, despite not defending them, your behavior now..."

    "Speaking of which, shall we leave Hesserma too? Just say he died in an unfortunate event!"

    "Ahel!"

    Eventually, Rashar yelled out loudly.

    "You, insolent!"

    Hesserma, suddenly mentioned, shouted back, red with fury.

    But Ahel nonchalantly replied.

    "Who did that insolent thing first, hmm?"

    "Shut up, you traitorous bastard!"

    "Yes, yes, I'm a filthy and disgusting traitor; however, I am going to leave you behind."

    "Ahel, should you do that, I would bring you to trial myself."

    "Is trial really that significant? I'm the one utilizing magic, so I'll do as I please."

    "Ahel Belletia!"

    Despite Rashar's warning, Ahel casually dug his ears with his fingers.

    "You don't need to shout. I can hear you perfectly fine."

    He obnoxiously blew on his finger, scoffing.

    "What can I do? It's neither pitiful nor sad they died, but rather, refreshing? Even just thinking of leaving Hesserma here is exhilarating."

    Ahel's voice was considerably more boisterous compared to the last evening.

    "Speaking of which!"

    Suddenly turning towards me, Ahel slightly bowed.

    "I deeply appreciate K for leaving those undeserving of living behind."

    I hadn't specifically chosen whom to save, but the way he phrased it made it sound like I had purposefully excluded someone.

    'This guy...'

    Why is he suddenly targeting me?

    Glaring at him, Ahel continued without minding me in the slightest.

    "Although there was some impurity but fret not. I'll dispose of it myself."

    It seemed far-fetched but felt sincere.

    'He really intends to leave Hesserma here and use the teleportation magic.'

    What could have happened for their relationship to become this chaotic?

    Ahel's verbal abuse and mockery toward Hesserma seemed endless.

    Even as a bystander, I was taken aback to the point of clicking my tongue.

    Rashar attempted several times to warn him, but Ahel seemed not to care.

    "Don't forget you brought it upon yourself."

    Rashar finally sighed heavily and murmured.

    Her forte of mana unfurled aggressively, and Ahel screamed and thrashed violently.

    Before I could even fully grasp the situation, Rashar sharply declared in a harsh voice.

    "This leniency ends here."

    After some time had passed, Ahel groaned and answered while gasping for breath.

    "Yes, understood."

    He chuckled.

    For a moment, I thought I'd misheard.

    'What kind of mindset laughs in this situation.'

    I was at a loss and internally swallowed my breath.

    Then, Ahel, while lying on the ground, tapped his neck, looking in my direction.

    Understanding his gesture, my expression hardened.

    He had just taught me the purpose of those shackles.

    It was likely a form of control tool designed to inflict pain.

    Looking away from Ahel, I clicked my tongue.

    'There has to be more than just going berserk to reveal that purpose.'

    Without further provocation, he merely scratched me with his tip-off.

    Realizing this, I reaffirmed the need to distance myself from Ahel.

    There was no reason to be close to someone explaining his shackles' purpose in such an abnormal manner.

    Shaking my head, I averted my gaze from him and refocused on the shop.

    I planned to reorganize myself before confronting new circumstances.

    'In preparation for whatever may occur at the base.'

    I must reinforce my capabilities while I still can.

    Damn System.
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    The current funds I had at my disposal amounted to 21,263 mana.

    Including 3,000 required for Level 3 access, it exceeded 24,000.

    "......"

    Regardless of the joy it brought, it was a number that felt unreal.

    It was a given since the unit of consumption had suddenly leaped from hundreds and thousands to tens of thousands.

    Just because it felt unreal didn't mean I wouldn't spend it.

    'Should I buy the skill as planned?'

    When entering Level 3, acquiring a fireball was my first priority.

    Among skills that included words like explosion, shock, radius, and area, a fireball was the cheapest.

    But now, I had a budget large enough to buy the fireball and still have plenty left over.

    Naturally, this directed my gaze towards slightly pricier skills.

    「Hellfire (19,113 mana)」

    - Category: Permanent Skill

    - Description: Burns everything within the caster's radius. The scale and power of the skill vary depending on the amount of mana used for its invocation.

    I crossed my arms, reading through the description.

    According to Ahel's explanation, each skill requires a suitable attribute.

    However, this Damned System completely omitted such details.

    'Those who wasted their mana are truly pitiful.'

    What crime had players committed to be unable to use the skills they purchased at the expense of their mana?

    And what crime am I committing being so indecisive before buying a new skill?

    'Since it appears to be fire-related, can my attribute handle it?'

    What if it required an advanced attribute?

    While I had all four main elements stacked, I lacked an advanced element.

    If this skill required advanced elemental mana, I would be squandering nearly 20,000 mana.

    "Ugh."

    In the past, I would have just bought it without a second thought, but now I was filled with hesitation, worried I might not be able to use it after buying it.

    They say ignorance is bliss; it couldn't be truer than in this situation.

    Even though I earned this mana as a bonus, it was too much to risk on sheer adventurous zeal.

    'Let's put it on hold.'

    There's a clear line between being bold and being hasty.

    In a situation where the information I had was uncertain, I couldn't gamble.

    'Perhaps armor would be better.'

    At least with armor, there's no chance of it failing.

    'Since I needed equipment anyway....'

    I had been bitten by crocodiles dozens of times.

    I also used a fair number of potions to treat the injuries I sustained at that time.

    Minimizing the mana expenditure on consumables was wise.

    Choosing what appeared slightly cheaper and using it more frequently would ultimately result in a hefty loss in the long term.

    As I systematically sorted through my thoughts, I found my inclination shifting more towards armor than a new skill.

    So, I navigated past the skill tab and opened the equipment tab.

    'Let's see......'

    I had looked through this tab numerous times, but I never made an actual purchase.

    'Mainly because of the high prices.'

    Weapons had a surprisingly low threshold.

    A dagger similar to the tutorial reward cost around 300 to 400 mana.

    Swords and spears ranged from 1,000 to 2,000 mana.

    However, armor started at a minimum price of 1,000 mana.

    And that wasn't even for solid armor or shields, just gloves and greaves.

    Shields could be found from around 3,000, and actual armor began appearing after 5,000 mana.

    That's why it was largely overlooked in the early stages.

    'Why not go for something solid now that it's come to this......?'

    Was a brigandine the same as a breastplate? Were they different?

    'How would I know if I've never worn armor before?'

    It wouldn't hurt to include images, but the dense text was suffocating.

    Yet, despite this, I wasn't angry.

    My expectations of the system had already hit rock bottom.

    Anger wasn't worth the little time I had.

    Hence, I diligently roamed the equipment tab, examining armors.

    After an extended period of shopping, I finally stumbled upon something satisfactory.

    And that's when I suddenly felt a persistent gaze locking onto me.

    "Gasp!"

    Quickly turning my head, I found golden eyes with a peculiar glint staring right at me.

    It was Rashar, who had approached unnoticed.

    She stood with a frosty expression, her hand resting on her sword.

    A faint halo lingered in her eyes.

    'This...'

    A similar encounter happened when I had first met Rashar.

    A sensation of being watched by something or someone unfamiliar, making the hairs on my neck stand on end.

    Though I didn't understand why, it was unsettling and terrifying.

    Without warning, a significant sense of murderous intent enveloped me.

    'Why so suddenly?'

    As I rose abruptly, stepping backward, the shoelace tied around my waist snapped.

    The rusty iron shield fell to the ground with a loud clatter.

    Rashar's golden eyes shifted toward the noise.

    Gulp.

    Before I knew it, the force that had been pressing on me disappeared.

    While idly fingering the sword at her waist, Rashar looked down at the fallen shield and spoke in a composed tone.

    "If I startled you, I apologize."

    "...... No problem."

    Feigning nonchalance, I bent down to pick up the shield, trying to calm my trembling body.

    Part of me wanted to touch my neck right away, simply to confirm my head was still attached.

    The only reason I was alive was that she hadn't drawn her sword.

    If she had unsheathed and brandished it...

    'I'd be dead.'

    Without a chance to resist, I would've died right there.

    As I nervously tied the shield back to my waist, Rashar let out a sigh and spoke.

    "It wasn't my intention to act as if testing you."

    "......."

    "I'm sorry, but this is a highly sensitive issue for us. I hope you understand my circumstances."

    Coming in and exhibiting murderous intent, what on earth are you talking about?

    'Are you saying it's okay to kill someone if it's a sensitive issue?'

    Before I had a chance to question her, Rashar ran her left hand down her face.

    Momentarily, weariness was smeared across her revealed expression and eyes.

    "Personally, I don't think you're a bad person."

    Despite this, she still clutched the handle of her sword.

    "For this reason alone, I must confirm this before returning to the base."

    With a long sigh, Rashar's expression turned devoid of warmth.

    "Since the first time we met, the mana emitting from you increased. Like a variant species."

    Finally, the doubts that had persistently lingered became clear.

    "Can you explain that?"

    No wonder she was acting irritable; it was because my mana had increased.

    "...... Are you suggesting I'm a monster?"

    "If not, then how do you explain your mana increasing while possessing a Messeo?"

    "Should I ask back? If I was a monster, what then?"

    Rashar answered by slightly unsheathing her sword.

    "Tsk."

    She was dead serious. Unless I provided a satisfactory explanation, she intended to kill me right here.

    Of course, I didn't want to die. But destroying the Connection and escaping wasn't an option either.

    'I've come too far to abandon it.'

    To uncover mysteries about this hellish game, I needed to reach the temple.

    The fact she mentioned an Outsider while pointing at me was a clear sign there's a connection between the game and this unfamiliar world.

    To unravel it, I must stay close to Rashar all the way to the base!

    'The dialogue with the system is also offered as a reward.'

    I pondered how to clear Rashar's doubt.

    "K, I need an explanation."

    Prompted by Rashar's urge, I anxiously clenched and unclenched my hands.

    At that moment, my gaze met Ahel's, who was watching me from beyond the store window.

    Moments ago, images of him tumbling across the ground lingered.

    "Ah."

    Seeing something with one's own eyes is better than hearing it a hundred times, and it sparked a good idea.

    The reason Rashar unsheathed her sword was because my situation was ambiguous, neither human nor monster.

    Considering my mana increased even while carrying a Connection.

    Therefore, it wasn't necessary to explain the exact relationship with the Connection.

    'I just need to show her that I'm different from a monster.'

    Rashar seemed able to sense mana, detecting when another's mana increased or decreased.

    This meant she could see my mana diminishing.

    Exploiting this, dispelling her suspicion wasn't too hard.

    "You can see and judge for yourself now."

    After leaving those words, I pressed the purchase button in front of me.

    * * *

    When K exited the place where barrier magic was implemented, Rashar initially held suspicions about him.

    Despite the gratitude he deserved for saving her subordinates' lives, it wasn't enough to earn trust.

    Rashar had encountered many instances that warranted thankfulness but not trust.

    However, K flipped her doubts aside by utilizing the authority of Finelpenia.

    The suspicion and vigilance vanished in an instant.

    There was no way the Seven Great Virtues would grant authority to enemies.

    Thus, Rashar naturally believed K was the Outsider mentioned in the prophecy.

    That was why she voluntarily offered to guide K, even though he possessed a Messeo.

    Such was the solidity of her faith and trust in the authority and the Seven Great Virtues.

    Yet now that Ahel had awakened and they could return to the base, that faith wavered.

    'The trait of enemies is growing stronger by absorbing others' mana.'

    Sometimes through the Messeo, at other times through devouring other beings.

    How often had she despaired before enemies growing stronger with every mana absorption?

    By nature, the amount of mana one has is fixed from birth.

    Some are born with ordinary amounts, while others are endowed with massive mana.

    It's an infallible rule and an obvious truth.

    Just as individuals are born with their own bodies, mana is intertwined with the self.

    Absorbing another's mana only heightens the craving for greater power.

    Ultimately, they become fallen creatures, losing all reasoning.

    This is why black mages who plundered others' mana throughout history were deemed abominations.

    Therefore, with every increment in K's mana, Rashar's nerves frayed.

    The fear that she might be bringing an enemy to the base, planted by her own hands, loomed over her.

    Over about a day, since the previous afternoon, K's mana change became Rashar's burden.

    'Was it haste?'

    Did he indeed rob, rather than receive the authority?

    Was Finelpenia secretly collaborating with the enemy?

    What if K was not an Outsider, but an enemy impersonating one?

    Then, his actions so far were merely to extract information?

    'If that weren't the case, how else to explain increasing mana.'

    Once seeded, doubts didn't just grow; they branched out.

    If K was an adversary in human disguise, intentionally getting close.

    'Even rescuing the company members would've been a calculated approach.'

    It was already peculiar how swiftly their farm infiltration was discovered.

    Perhaps it was an orchestration to plant K within.

    All seemed to fit together.

    With this in mind, taking K to the base was inconceivable.

    Rashar gritted her teeth.

    'If deemed dangerous, I'll have to eliminate him.'

    Yet, she couldn't proceed.

    'What if he isn't an adversary?'

    If he truly was the Outsider from the prophecy?

    By her actions, the sole hope she found would be blown away.

    K sustained his reason despite increased mana, showing no violent tendencies.

    Rashar rehashed how rationally K behaved.

    But just as her inclination tilted towards believing he was the Outsider, her mind wavered again.

    'What if it turned out not to be?'

    Personally, she admitted to finding favor in his character.

    His clear articulation was notable, and even when suspected by her, he chose calm responses over anger.

    It was precisely this behavior that seeded more doubt in her.

    What if his character itself was a ploy to win her affections?

    If through her personal sentiments she made a careless decision that resulted in harm to the base.

    If due to her lone decision, the Resistance suffered irreparable damage.

    Rashar gritted her teeth unnoticeably.

    The future that could unfold from her choice terrified her.

    It was this fear that led to her predicament of pushing and pulling him inconclusively.

    At the end of all these thoughts, the confrontation with the eventuality scared her.

    Thus, Rashar neither could, nor dared destroy him.

    "K, I need an explanation."

    All she could do was push for answers with a restless heart.

    "You'll see and judge for yourself,"

    Before she could comprehend the meaning of his response, she sensed the mana emanating from K lessening.

    Damned System.
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    Wrinkles formed between Rashar's brows.

    The previously increased mana had now decreased again? Such a phenomenon had never occurred before.

    While she was frozen, confused by this sudden situation, something emerged right in front of K. He picked it up with an indifferent expression.

    "Armor...plate?"

    She muttered reflexively, wondering why it had suddenly appeared. But she quickly composed herself, knowing K had a space of his own.

    As if responding to her thoughts, K spoke.

    "Did you call me an Outsider?"

    "What?"

    "You and your kind refer to people like me as Outsiders, right?"

    Rashar remained silent instead of replying. She was not yet certain that K was truly an Outsider.

    "Well, it seems that's how you refer to us, at least."

    "Us?"

    "There are quite a few people like me. They haven't all made it here yet, though."

    Holding her breath, Rashar clenched her fists tightly.

    "Anyway, we absorb mana too. But we don't draw it from this Messeo; we absorb it by killing monsters."

    "......."

    "With the mana we absorb, we can buy things like this."

    He raised the armor plate in front of him, stating this plainly.

    "Or we can purchase things like this."

    Thud, thud, thud.

    Several potion bottles, about the length of a finger, rolled off onto the floor.

    After the fall of the Magic Tower, such potions became impossible to produce en masse. A stable supply was critically needed for exactly this kind of potion.

    She had sensed he possessed many of these potions, but purchasing them... from where?

    "The bread I gave to you was also obtained this way, by trading mana for it."

    As the number rose from 10 to 20 to 50, the amount of mana emanating from K decreased little by little.

    "If it were only a increase in mana from killing monsters, do I need to explain further?"

    K asked in a light tone, as if seeking her opinion. Rashar's mouth opened slightly, though she found no words coming out.

    The events unfolding before her eyes left her that bewildered. Yet soon, her bewilderment was replaced by a surge of hope.

    "Us..."

    Another kind, similar to him, capable of absorbing mana while retaining intelligence, existed.

    Seeing the rising hope within herself, Rashar tightly shut her eyes. She thought her life, long drained by war, left her barren. Foolishly, she dared to hope once again.

    While Rashar swallowed her mirthless chuckle, K, who was scrutinizing the armor plate, remarked,

    "Ah, geez, but how do you put this on?"

    * * *

    There may be monsters that absorb mana from a Connection called Messeo, but none that spit it back out.

    'Probably.'

    They wouldn't have a system, after all.

    'Furthermore, giving back mana implies becoming weaker.'

    So, I decided to show them how the abnormally increased mana had started to decrease over the past few days.

    I had purchased the armor when I was browsing for it, and along with it, I acquired potions that I would need in abundance in the future.

    Perhaps it was these actions that eased some of their suspicion?

    "Would it be alright if... if I helped?"

    Rashar sheathed her sword and approached. She calmly began to teach him how to wear the armor.

    "Here, you need to open the seams."

    The item I purchased was armor that protected the left shoulder and chest. It managed to cover vital areas and offered greater mobility than full-body armor.

    Additionally, there was a familiar term in the item description.

    「Jeber Elite Recon Light Armor (7,343 Mana)」

    • Category: Defensive Gear.

    • Material: Black Iron.

    • Description: Light armor designed to protect vital areas while maintaining the necessary mobility and agility for a reconnaissance squad. An attachment for an mana accumulation tool is available.

    'Mana Accumulation Tool.'

    There was a groove on the left shoulder, where a beast, possibly a lion or a wolf, had its mouth open wide.

    It appeared something could be inserted there. Since it arrived with this piece open, it seemed I would need to obtain an Mana Accumulation Tool separately.

    Yet, I had never seen such a tool in the shop before.

    'It's certain these exist somewhere in this world.'

    I thought I could ask Ahel later or find out elsewhere.

    "This first?"

    "Yes."

    With Rashar's assistance, I put on the shoulder armor and fastened the leather strap. Next, I donned the chest armor, which emitted a clicking sound as it compressed against my torso.

    'Fits perfectly...'

    Does this come sized to the purchaser from the start? While I was familiarizing myself with the unfamiliar armor, Rashar mumbled in a hushed voice.

    "To clarify, it wasn't done with ill-intention."

    "Uhm?"

    "I might have been too complacent just seeing the blessing and putting my doubts aside..."

    Hearing her speak of complacency and such, everything finally made sense.

    'I see, she overlooked what ordinarily would warrant suspicion because I'd used authority then.'

    Receiving authority, basically a blessing from a god, would make it hard to perceive someone as an enemy.

    'In a world governed by the 7 Great Virtues, it's expected.'

    There could've been an oracle, or something akin to one. Just as I needed to reach the temple, they had reasons to escort me there.

    Hence, they had readily volunteered to guide me to it without questioning my reason.

    Judging by her inclination to inquire about my purpose at the temple, it was clear over the few days of accompaniment.

    Still, seeing me absorb mana like monsters must have been perplexing to her.

    'Good.'

    I'd assessed the situation. Now, the issue was whether Rashar fully dispelled her doubts.

    "Even if there's no ill-will, it doesn't mean it wasn't wrongdoing, does it?"

    I returned Rashar's own words to her. Her face flushed red immediately.

    "That, that, that's..."

    "To begin with, I've been granted authority—the blessing, right? So why suspect me as enemy allied to monsters?"

    "... I have no face to show. I momentarily entertained irreverent thoughts."

    "Irreverent thoughts?"

    In this context, what could constitute irreverence? After selecting several possibilities, I soon arrived at a plausible one.

    'Did she think a god colluded with the enemy?'

    Just to confirm, I queried Rashar, and she did not deny it. She merely averted her gaze with an embarrassed expression.

    'For an Apostle to doubt a god, their internal cohesion must be shaky.'

    Or perhaps the trust towards them in Finelpenia's region is particularly lacking.

    I was momentarily lost in thought before opening my inventory to retrieve an item inside.

    「Karlos' Authority 1-time Usage Voucher」

    "If you're so uneasy, want me to use another authority, I mean, blessing? Would you believe that I have no relation to monsters then?"

    "What...?"

    "Surely you wouldn't think two gods could be traitors, would you?"

    Intended to follow them to the party's outpost, Rashar's eyes widened in surprise.

    "There are more blessings?"

    "Yeah, it says Karlos here."

    Rashar explained that the 7 Great Virtues are governed by gods, each possessing unique authority. Their Apostles teach or embody the virtues represented by these gods.

    Of the 7 authorities, I had direct experience with only one.

    'Finelpenia.'

    The power to read pasts. In a way, it matches the title of diligence. By seeing someone's past, you can judge how they've lived. It helps bring those with idle pasts onto paths of diligence.

    'Most likely, it's a power meant for the masses.'

    The Apostles of Diligence are likely to see the pasts of all those they meet. This fate truly makes them duty-bound to be diligent, forever having to both practice and preach diligence.

    Conversely, Palao, the God of Charity, appears to focus on a select few rather than many.

    Palao seeks to reveal salvation's paths to those whose lives might otherwise wither tragically.

    They are said to be instruments for Palao to find and save deserving individuals.

    'They see colors around people.'

    'Gold, silver, and bronze.'

    The closer to gold, the more a person is inclined to express charity toward others.

    At times, they see this color among objects too.

    Yet, Rashar noted such observations aren't abundant.

    She had seen about half a dozen bronze hues, most of which were on objects or sites, like weeds in forests before an outbreak or areas with underground water during droughts.

    'Only twice seeing silver.'

    Both times it was on people. Other Apostles of Palao were safeguarding them.

    'Lastly, the golden hue...'

    That's associated with life-saving heroes able to save entire nations.

    Within the long chronicles of their order, ten instances of the golden color haven't even occurred.

    In any case, Palao's Apostles use this gift to save people.

    'Rashar is Palao's Apostle.'

    And I possess Karlos' Authority.

    Karlos is the only god among the 7 Great Virtues capable of healing.

    'Converting the negative into positive energy.'

    The Authority of Kindness, Karlos' gift.

    I needed multiple explanations to grasp this.

    'It swallows misfortune and returns happiness.'

    Imagine someone unhappy due to lost limbs. The traded misfortune returns as happiness to balance this.

    'It implies regaining lost limbs.'

    It's not solely a healing gift, but healing operates within its unique framework.

    'The flaw lies in the Apostle's discretion over misfortune, not the recipient's.'

    Karlos' Apostle evaluates the misfortune. If it's insignificant, the happiness returned is lesser.

    Even replaying the given explanation, it remains vague.

    'Do I have to be unfortunate to use this?'

    No, it's cast upon others, right?

    'Hmm... must I rely on others' casting for personal benefit?'

    Honestly, utilizing this power feels unclear. Yet, proving I'm not linked with monsters might warrant its use.

    "No, never! His blessing is exceedingly rare. Don't frivolously waste it."

    Rashar rejected vehemently.

    "... Rare?"

    "He doesn't bestow authority casually to non-Apostles."

    "Oh, really?"

    Said with such importance, it indicated I should preserve it.

    Reluctantly, I slipped the Authority back into my inventory.

    "So how can I persuade you? It seems I'm indeed an Outsider."

    "Uhm."

    "I must reach the temple, you know? What method will assure my passage? Only then can I pursue an approach."

    Rashar hesitated again, avoiding direct answers.

    'Is she taking me or not?'

    I needed to reach the temple for my conversation with the Damned System.

    Yet the one person capable of bringing me hesitating fuels agitation within me.

    "Could you answer, please?"

    "I, I promised to ensure your safety to the base, didn't I?"

    At least she wasn't retracting that plan. The small mercy eased me somewhat, though anxiety knotted inside.

    "Hey, if you have any conscience, you shouldn't say that. Just a moment ago, you tried to kill me."

    "You must be confused! I, I merely, aimed to find clarity, hopefully helping..."

    Her excuse trailed off as Rashar clasped her hands, bowing deeply.

    "I truly apologize... I was overly hasty. A more calm explanation and request for understanding were needed, though my anxiety interfered..."

    Startled by her change in demeanor, I found myself suddenly uneasy.

    'Whoa, why go to such lengths...?'

    Did you commit mortal sin? Caught off guard by an unexpected reaction, I veiled my perturbation and quickly strategized.

    'There's an opening now.'

    The guilt deepened in Rashar. It was now possible to address boundary-pushing questions.

    "Whew."

    Upon seeing my exaggerated exhale, Rashar flinched slightly.

    "We should candidly discuss matters now."

    Adopting a more solemn tone, Rashar nodded, monitoring my reaction.

    "First, could you enlighten me about the concept of an oracle? It's driving me insane with frustration."

    A cautious glint in her eyes, Rashar chose her words carefully.

    "Remember when I mentioned we were at war?"

    "Yeah, the monsters spontaneously appeared."

    Abruptly ignited, the war obliterated half the kingdoms housed within the continent. Rashar's homeland, the Kingdom of Perrell, was ruined alongside its royal line.

    The remaining upper nobility had only compiled resistance factions to endure.

    "To be truthful... the past few years haven't favored us."

    I contributed no extraneous comments, absorbing Rashar's statements.

    Damned System
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    "Supplying the materials consumed at the forefront has become burdensome, and with no end in sight for the purification work, there's a trend of fewer soldiers voluntarily enlisting."

    Even if they risked their lives, nothing improved, so those willing to risk it began to disappear.

    "No one wants to die a dog's death, do they?"

    "... That's the essence of it."

    The voice that affirmed was filled with self-mockery.

    "So perhaps it's no wonder that a year ago, everyone was half out of their minds over the oracle that came down."

    "What was that oracle, anyway?"

    "The Outsider will visit with the seed of hope, turning despair into salvation."

    It was Raul who answered, rather than Rashar, who stood a little away.

    As quickly as I turned to look at him, Sigram, next to Raul, took over the words.

    "Before leaving, leave a footprint in the divine land."

    Only then did Rashar sigh deeply and add a sentence.

    "Then, and only then, will hope sprout."

    My eyebrows twitched.

    "Hope..."

    That single word irked my nerves.

    Since then, the word oracle hovered above other thoughts.

    Hope, outsider, war, hole, enemy and ally, game, monster, and mission.

    The words I knew slowly intertwined, forming a big picture.

    And when I recalled the actions of the party that, after hearing I might be the Outsider, paid excessive attention to me.

    "It is the prophecy and will left by the apostle of the former Meferoseta."

    Rashar spoke in a heavy voice.

    As far as I know, the authority of Meferoseta is foresight.

    But unusually, there is only one apostle of that god in any era.

    And they rarely speak of the future they see.

    If spoken, it would undoubtedly be treated as an oracle.

    There was even an apostle who lived a lifetime without giving a single prophecy.

    "Seeing the future is a realm not allowed to creations. Speaking of it deviates from the norm. It's breaking the rule of restraint."

    "... What happens if you break it?"

    "Meferoseta is quite stern."

    When attaching the word will to that, I could roughly understand the situation.

    "Foresight is an enormous power."

    The rights you could gain from providing that information would be beyond imagination.

    Therefore, they could prove their self-restraint by not speaking of what they saw.

    The point here is that the apostles of Meferoseta don't speak of the future not because they can't, but because they choose not to.

    If they are prepared to face death, they can say it whenever they want.

    "They die the moment they speak of a future others should not know."

    Rashar smiled faintly, as if my words were correct.

    "Authority is a power that defies causality. Thus, it's the power of god. It makes no sense that there would be no rebound for those using god's power without divinity."

    It meant that other apostles too received penalties if they failed to abide by their constraints.

    "Whew."

    Honestly, I wasn't getting used to it.

    A world where divine miracles could be verified, and the existence of gods directly interfering in human affairs with reason, was unfamiliar.

    Yet, instead of denying, the reason I stubbornly continued to think was that I had already used that power.

    "I definitely saw it."

    It was a time without any CCTVs or cameras around.

    A time that should only remain in Rashar's memory that had nothing to do with me.

    I wasn't foolish enough to deny what I experienced firsthand.

    Therefore, I had no intention of treating this thing called the oracle lightly.

    "Something so significant as an oracle declared it. If you bring the Outsider to the Divine Land, there will be hope."

    When the previous apostle died after declaring those words, everyone searched the continent intensely to find the Outsider.

    Just for the sake of finding the Outsider.

    Even after ten days, a month, half a year, and now a year since that day, many still held onto that hope.

    The moment I understood the demeanor of those who became extraordinarily polite after mentioning I might be the Outsider.

    "Whew."

    Tap, tap-tap, tap-tap.

    I folded my arms and tapped my foot, lost in thought.

    "If the Divine Land is somehow related to gods."

    Thinking of it as a temple, the reason Rashar agreed to take me there became clear.

    Through the oracle, they were instructed to take me to the temple.

    And that was a whole year ago.

    "Hope, they call it hope..."

    If I was indeed the Outsider they spoke of.

    That meant my visit to the temple was their hope.

    'Why?'

    Because I was a Player.

    'All Players are combat units.'

    Though over 90% of us are still low-level, we can surpass human limits.

    That's why we're hope. Since in a retreating battle situation, adding additional troops is beneficial.

    'Monsters are the enemies, Rashar is an ally.'

    Judging by that stark division, with high probability.

    This Damned System was trying to push the Player into the world's war under the guise of a game.

    And the people of this world were ready to welcome the system's decision.

    'Damn it...'

    The conclusion reached was so simple that a curse escaped me before I could hold it back.

    I hadn't even enlisted, and yet I was on the verge of being deployed!

    Grinding my teeth, I scrubbed my face harshly.

    'Calm down, think calmly.'

    I began to take deep breaths to control my agitation.

    Then, subconsciously, when I took a quick glance to the side, I bit the inside of my cheek.

    Had it been too long a silence after suddenly blurting out vulgarity?

    Everyone was looking at me.

    Their eyes seemed both terrified and filled with strange heat.

    Escaping their gazes by turning my head, I found my hands sweating.

    'Is it right to head to the temple like this?'

    At the start of the conversation, I only meant to gather information before heading to the temple.

    But as the conversation progressed, the thought of going to the temple began to waver.

    'The moment I step foot there, I might be thrust into a war entirely unrelated to me.'

    An urgent sense of needing to destroy the Connection and flee rose within me.

    I asked after clenching my eyes shut and then opening them.

    "You said many nations have perished? How many?"

    Rashar hesitated momentarily, then finally replied.

    "Eight countries lost their territories and ceased to exist."

    "And those remaining?"

    "Only two, the Atar Empire and the Heilas Principality, maintain their sovereignty, people, and territory."

    "And including those who lost their governance?"

    "There are three factions like Ferrell that transformed into divisions supported from the rear."

    "When you include all the forces that can be mobilized, what's the accurate number?"

    Rashar faltered at my fierce voice.

    But as I silently pressed with my stare, he soon continued.

    "With all the rear forces mobilized, it would be... about 500,000, I speculate."

    This was a losing game. The numbers I saw through the mission proved it.

    "I have no reason to lend a hand in a war destined to lose."

    It was time to pull out immediately.

    As soon as I reached that conclusion, I grabbed my shield.

    I intended to destroy the Connection right there and then.

    But absurdly, my hand wouldn't move.

    "Damn..."

    The Mana in this Connection held me back.

    The thing beyond the Hole, where Mana seeped through, kept tugging at my feet.

    Because I was gritting my teeth, a chilling sound escaped, 'kadak.'

    "Hole..."

    If what lay beyond was truly Earth.

    If this Hole allowed me to move back and forth through the Missions.

    Monsters crossing into Earth through this Hole was certainly possible.

    "You said the war started suddenly?"

    Rashar mentioned that the monsters, originally nonexistent in this world, suddenly appeared.

    As I mulled over that conversation repeatedly, a thought struck me.

    What if monsters from another world punched a Hole into this world?

    "The fact they clung to the Connection and consumed Mana couldn't possibly be a coincidence."

    If I think this way, I can't casually watch the Hole between this world and Earth.

    That would equate to saying their next target is Earth.

    Gulping, swallowing hard, I opened the mission window with trembling eyes.

    When I scrolled all the way to the bottom, I saw numbers larger than what I remembered.

    12,354,973

    13,608,154

    18,154,320

    ...

    If those numbers represented the number of monsters.

    If they could cross over to Earth through the Hole.

    "No."

    I clenched my hand tight enough to turn it white.

    "Whew."

    The trembling and hesitation were only temporary.

    The worst is better dealt with by preparing rather than not.

    Even if the worst scenario I assumed turned out to be entirely unfounded, letting things pass without any issue.

    And even if all the effort, time, and money spent avoiding the worst became meaningless.

    It was better to prepare excessively than to watch passively, thinking, 'I'll be fine.'

    My life until now proved that.

    Thus, the words from my mouth were calmer than I expected.

    "You said we'd set off once Ahel's Mana recovers, right?"

    "... Indeed."

    "When does it recover?"

    Rashar, who was staring at my face, swallowed dryly and spoke.

    "We could leave right now. It was just that I wanted to confirm you were a person we could trust first."

    "And have you confirmed it?"

    "... It's more like, I'd like to believe."

    "Then stop dilly-dallying and let's go at once. I think I've gotten a bit urgent."

    Completing the hidden mission created things to confirm.

    For planning ahead, swift action seemed wise.

    At my composed urging, Rashar nodded and turned first.

    I quickly followed behind Rashar.

    "Are you done with the talk?"

    Upon hearing Rashar's response, Ahel, who had been sitting next to Raul waiting, dusted off his backside as he stood.

    "Yes, you can head off right away."

    Despite Rashar's answer, Ahel scrutinized me from head to toe with folded arms.

    "If you go as you are, you'll certainly have a headache..."

    Then he murmured words I couldn't understand.

    "Just for a day."

    Ahel didn't give any proper explanation but spouted whatever he wanted.

    Then he suddenly stretched his hand toward my head.

    I quickly grabbed his wrist and stopped him.

    "Hey, don't avoid it. This is all for your sake, really. I swear it!"

    For a moment, there was a silent standoff with Ahel, who smiled brightly with playful fingers.

    I let go of Ahel's hand, resolving to observe for the time being.

    Given that he needed my Mana, it didn't seem like he would do anything harmful to me.

    Ahel's hand, once freed, swiftly reached me.

    Soon after, a slender finger poked my forehead.

    As I frowned at the sudden contact, a transparent barrier enveloped my body.

    "... It feels like a soap bubble."

    It wasn't uncomfortable, but I could sense being isolated.

    Half-curious and half-cautious, I asked.

    "What is this?"

    "It's to prevent the resonance of Mana from leaking out."

    Resonance? Now that he mentioned it, Ahel had used the word resonance when he first approached me.

    "Learn how to conceal it quickly," he warned.

    There seemed to be a distinctive trace from the attribute Mana.

    While observing the phenomena occurring in my body for a moment, I intended to ask more details and raised my head.

    "How does one conceal that resonance...?"

    But as I met Ahel's eyes, I failed to finish the question, freezing in place.

    This was because he was gazing at me with a satisfied smile.

    His gray eyes sparkled brightly, evoking a sense of déjà vu, as if I'd seen it somewhere before.

    Where was this feeling of familiarity coming from?

    As I carefully scrutinized Ahel's face, the face of the twins suddenly came to mind.

    "When they're with sweet and sour pork."

    The eyes they have when they excitedly gulp before delicious food.

    "So, to that guy, I'm equivalent to sweet and sour pork, an appetizing dish?"

    As I looked at Ahel, my eyes dulled with distaste.

    "If we're trading, it should be with me first, right?"

    It felt uncomfortable being approached by a guy flashing cute, smiling eyes.

    "... Could you back off a little?"

    "Aw, why are you acting like that with us?"

    You and I, we barely talked for a few hours until now?

    With incredulity, I merely stared, and his words were quite audacious.

    "So, are your questions all answered now? Abandoning me after having your fill, it's too much!"

    I stared grimly at Ahel and took a step back from him.
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    "Are you uninterested in exchanging mana, given your nonsensical remarks?"

    "Hehe, should I just keep my mouth shut?"

    "Yes, please do. I prefer quietness. Also, please maintain some distance."

    "Yes, understood!"

    Ahel cheerfully saluted, his hand beside his head as if giving a salute.

    At that moment, people gathered around Ahel.

    "Ahel."

    As I was watching, curious about what was happening, Raul and the others placed their hands on Ahel's shoulders.

    Before Rashar could say anything, I joined in with them.

    "Alright, Ahel will..."

    Then Rashar trailed off and nodded.

    Simultaneously, my vision turned white, and I felt an immense sense of falling.

    It seemed as if I was being sucked into somewhere or perhaps falling endlessly.

    It was similar to the sensation of falling in a dream, but much more intense.

    That strange feeling abruptly disappeared without any warning.

    "Gasp."

    As my body, which had been floating, landed back on solid ground, I struggled to keep my balance.

    I needed to strengthen my legs to stand, but I missed the timing.

    Almost falling in a clumsy manner, Raul supported me.

    The wind's roaring sound hit my ears from all directions, making them numb.

    "Are you alright?"

    Through the wind's turmoil, I heard Rashar's voice.

    I shook my head vigorously and answered.

    "... Somewhat."

    "Everyone finds it hard to adapt initially."

    It was clear that the sensation I just experienced was due to a spatial transfer spell, even without asking.

    The scenery before my eyes was entirely different.

    The rocks and trees, which had been ideal for hiding, were gone.

    The bright blue sky, the clean clouds, and the wind blowing so strongly that my ears felt clogged.

    We stood atop a considerably high cliff.

    In the distance, winding rivers and vast plains stretched out.

    It was a breathtaking sight that seemed to clear one's mind.

    Supported by Raul, I stood straight and couldn't tear my eyes away from the view for a while.

    But Rashar gripped my shoulder, causing me to turn around.

    Meeting her gaze, she nodded her head backward.

    Following her gesture, I raised my head slowly.

    Behind us, a cliff standing several times higher than where we stood rose firmly.

    Though it was quite some distance away, its height was so dizzying that I had to tilt my head back significantly to see its end; it was steep as well.

    Having lived my life amidst city buildings, I was momentarily speechless before the grandeur of the natural scene.

    It was an overwhelming spectacle.

    "Welcome, K."

    Rashar pointed downward with her finger.

    I obediently followed the direction she indicated with my gaze.

    "That's Habon, the frontline outpost of the Ferrell Resistance."

    There was something minuscule at the base of the steep cliff.

    * * *

    -We must meet with the division commander first. He is the total authority of the 2nd division stationed at Habon.

    Since an unidentified outsider was entering a place where the military stayed, it seemed necessary to gain the permission of those in charge.

    I nodded in acknowledgment of Rashar's explanation.

    Actually, even if what she said seemed unusual, I wouldn't have reacted differently.

    I was too preoccupied to listen closely to her words.

    The imposing sight of the fortress we encountered after descending stairs precariously carved alongside the cliff was worth the detour.

    'This must be what people call a fortress.'

    The fortress known as Habon occupied a spot deep within a canyon.

    Its very location exuded an unassailable aura, enhanced by the challenging surrounding terrain.

    Sheer cliffs stretched to either side, enveloping the fortress like a bird's wings.

    To reach the fortress from ground level, one would have to pass through a narrow pathway only 6-7 meters wide.

    Otherwise, one would need to scale nearly vertical cliffs.

    The fortress backed by sky-high cliffs was truly a natural citadel.

    As someone accustomed to urban jungles, the sight was utterly novel.

    Upon reaching the fortress's gates, I was preoccupied with gaping upwards, taking in the scene beyond the walls.

    "It must be at least several dozen meters high."

    Behind the towering walls lay buildings terraced like steps.

    Initially, they seemed like ordinary stone constructions.

    But they differed from the buildings I had seen while working at construction sites.

    "There are no seams."

    There was no evidence of bricks laid using cement, and the walls were smooth.

    This signified that the buildings stood as singular carved structures, not assembled entities.

    Every building within Habon Fortress was an artistic creation carved from the standing cliffs.

    "Unbelievable..."

    Pure admiration slipped out unbidden.

    To have carved an entire citadel out of cliffs—whoever conceived it was brilliant indeed.

    I continued to admire the fortress long enough.

    Feeling that the entry took longer than expected, I glanced towards the gate, where Rashar began speaking.

    "K."

    "Yes?"

    "It seems we need to have an escort when bringing in Messeo. It's for unforeseeable situations, so please understand."

    Reading the underlying implication of her words wasn't challenging.

    'A guard under the guise of an escort.'

    I waved my hand dismissively, understanding her point.

    Regardless of the direction, my goal remained the same—to reach the temple.

    'If conversing with the System is truly possible, it needs verification.'

    I needed to determine whether the hypotheses I had formed based on gathered information were genuine or mere delusions.

    My decisions would adjust based on whether replies were provided or not.

    As I pondered events upon reaching the temple, a small door next to the towering wall opened.

    Entering through there, the atmosphere seemed tense.

    "Outsider..."

    "Oracle..."

    "Again..."

    All the eyes within sight focused entirely on me.

    'This is rather overwhelming.'

    It was challenging to appear composed with strangers observing me with such complex emotions.

    Quickly, before I grew uncomfortable with this attention, Ahel called out to me in a low voice from behind.

    "K."

    Reacting reflexively, I turned to him, watching his mouth move silently.

    -Palao.

    Palao? The God of Charity?

    'Why mention that name all of a sudden?'

    Before I could voice my question, Rashar gripped my shoulder and said,

    "K, let's go."

    In that moment, those clad in armor had approached.

    They formed a circle around Rashar and me.

    Casting a glance behind, Ahel waved his hand.

    Raul and the others stood by the fortress gate, apparently not intending to accompany us.

    After gazing at them for some time, I finally moved alongside Rashar.

    Walking with those armored figures, people's stares continuously drilled into us.

    Feeling as though my initial thought—to reach the temple—was trivial, I stiffened gradually.

    'I should finish this quickly.'

    Just as that thought crossed my mind, I unexpectedly discovered something amidst the crowd.

    A person with vertically slit pupils, looking slightly beast-like with a pronounced snout.

    An inverted triangular pink nose and ears perked atop his head.

    Seeing him, undeniably non-human, I was startled but not overtly thanks to Rashar and Ahel.

    'Demi-humans.'

    I had speculated as much from the times they occasionally mentioned demi-humans.

    That intelligent beings other than humans might exist.

    Thus, despite the initial surprise, I wasn't thrown into shock.

    Exchanging glances with those distinctive cat-like eyes for a few seconds, I refocused on the path ahead.

    Conversing with that unfamiliar sentient creature wasn't a priority now.

    "Rashar."

    Hearing my call, Rashar immediately fixed her gaze on me.

    "I wish to inquire about the division commander."

    First, let's resolve meeting the person in charge and reaching the temple.

    * * *

    Once a bastion known as the Natural Fortress in the Ferrell Kingdom, Habon Fortress served as the base for the Ferrell Resistance's 2nd division.

    The fort was led by the division's commander, Greg Tembon, head of House Tembon, and Apostle of the god of patience, temoria.

    He was diligently occupied with administrative work in his office, as always.

    Scritch, scratch—The faint sound of a pen filled the room with gentle noise.

    The serene scene continued without disruption from dawn, lasting hours.

    To the unknowing eye, it might have seemed like a painting.

    This peaceful quiet broke around noon when the sun was high in the sky.

    "Division Commander!"

    Without so much as a knock, light footsteps approached the open door.

    There stood the lieutenant, face flushed.

    Normally stone-faced and stoic, the degree of his agitation indicated significant news.

    Bracing mentally, Greg asked in a calm voice,

    "What is it?"

    "Sir Bennett has returned."

    Greg blinked slowly at this revelation.

    The news implied that Rashar Bennett, responsible for the rescue mission, was safe.

    During the retreat, they had been spotted, leading to combat.

    It had been four days since Rashar, civilian refugees, and some troopers were separated and left behind.

    Though a rescue team was preparable, the location was already deserted when they arrived.

    However, Ahel Belethia, capable of teleportation magic without a sigil, was among those remaining.

    Thus, they'd continued hoping for the group's safe return and awaited news.

    And today's news confirmed their survival.

    The survival of Palao's apostles was welcome news indeed.

    Their presence held the key to realizing their hopes.

    Still, it hardly qualified as 'startling' news worthy of rattling the unflappable lieutenant.

    Apostles of Palao often possessed prodigious talents.

    That typically resulted in higher survival rates.

    'Even if the troopers perished, Bennett surely returned alive.'

    Pondering why his lieutenant was surprised, Greg blinked once more.

    The next words enlightened everything.

    "Apparently, at the gate, she claimed to have brought an Outsider."

    Before the lieutenant finished, Greg's actions stilled utterly.

    The ink pooled around the pen nib left a round blot on the document.

    It was noteworthy news—the normally monotonous lieutenant surprised enough to rush over.

    Greg, briefly halted, audibly released a breath he hadn't noticed holding.

    Clearing away the pen and spoiled document, he responded.

    "We have rare guests indeed."

    If the individual Rashar brought was indeed the Outsider mentioned in the oracle, 'rare' would fall short of describing them.

    "Where are they now?"

    "They are currently being escorted here by the main gate force."

    "Then, we shall meet them shortly."

    Greg steadied his posture, reigning in his emotions.

    'The Outsider...'

    Since the apostle of Meferoseta's prophecy and death, many claimed themselves Outsiders.

    Each one proved a fraud, seeking profit from the order.

    This lit a skepticism toward the oracle among many.

    For more than a year they'd been chasing shadows, wearing thin the patience of some.

    Recently, accusations arose labeling the apostle of Meferoseta as an enemy accomplice.

    Claiming the false prophecies misled the population.

    The authority of Meferoseta's order had waned significantly.

    Though still, most demi-humans held hope in the oracle.

    And now, another supposed Outsider had emerged during this period.

    Would today's encounter nurture the hope the prophecy spoke of?

    'Or would it only ignite further discord?'

    The outcome remained unknown. Therefore steadiness of mind remained crucial.

    Greg intended no skepticism beyond due diligence, nor was he blindly chasing hope.

    "Division Commander."

    While composing himself, a knock echoed beyond the office door.

    "Sir Rashar Bennett and... the guest have arrived."

    Rising with a fluid motion, Greg adjusted his uniform before answering.

    "Send them in."

    As he arranged his attire, the office door swung open.

    Damn System.

  
    Chapter 56

    Chapter 56. Main Scenario (5)

    Rashar, whom they were familiar with, led the way, followed by a man they didn't recognize.

    He was a man with black hair, dark brown eyes, a sleek yet well-balanced solid build, and keen eyes.

    Greg's hand twitched slightly, though he tried not to show it.

    His resolve to remain calm and neutral wavered.

    The word "Outsider" suddenly filled his mind as he observed the man's appearance.

    The man had skin subtly different from their own.

    While Greg observed the man, he also scanned the entire office calmly.

    For someone who appeared young, his gaze was rather firm.

    Their silent scrutiny of each other was brief.

    Rashar gave a sharp salute with precise movements.

    "Second Company Commanding Officer Rashar Bennett has returned after completing the 13th District Prisoner Rescue Operation."

    "I have already been informed about the success of the operation. As much as I'd like to commend you, I hope you understand there's a more urgent matter at hand."

    Step by step, Greg approached Rashar closely and patted her shoulder with his large hand.

    "And thank you for returning."

    "I apologize for causing you concern."

    After exchanging a few words, it was finally the guest's turn to speak.

    "I am Greg, the overall commander of the Habon garrison. Pleased to meet you."

    He extended his hand for a handshake, the man hesitated momentarily.

    He furrowed his brows slightly, and his eyes glanced downward before returning to Greg's gaze.

    Only about 3 or 4 seconds passed before the man extended his hand and shook Greg's.

    "I'm K."

    "So, you're said to be an Outsider?"

    "... It's true that I'm from another world."

    "Hmm?"

    "I haven't been briefed on the details. I was only instructed to visit the temple here."

    Instructed by whom, Greg wondered?

    Despite receiving an unexpected answer, Greg wasn't flustered.

    He intended to delve deeper into this topic calmly.

    However, K didn't give him the chance.

    "According to Rashar Bennett, the same thing was said here, right? Then it seems there's no need to waste time."

    "Hmm?"

    "If we delay the chit-chat, can we go straight to the temple?"

    Barely had the greetings ended before they got to the main point.

    "Impatience seems to be a trait."

    Greg let go of K's hand and began speaking.

    "There's no need to rush; let's take our time."

    "......"

    "When guests arrive, it's polite to sit and chat for a while."

    As he finished speaking, a corner of K's lips curled up.

    "I'm sorry, but I'm in a hurry."

    Greg's mustache twitched.

    "I assume you all are in a hurry too..."

    K gave a cold, hardened expression while cocking his head slightly.

    "Seeing how relaxed you seem, it looks like you don't need reinforcements?"

    Not only Greg, but his lieutenant waiting in the office, and Rashar who came with K all widened their eyes as if they were about to burst.

    Reinforcements!

    It was a tempting offer that made one's mouth water.

    But Greg secretly swallowed his desire, maintaining his façade of calm.

    Just because they needed help didn't mean they should reveal their desperation.

    "That's news to me. Tell me more..."

    "As I mentioned, I wasn't briefed on the details."

    Greg consciously released the tension in his brows to keep from scowling.

    "K, you've never mentioned such a thing until now. Why..."

    "You didn't explain everything from the start, either. Don't act like I'm the only one keeping secrets."

    Rashar, who had impulsively started speaking in her frustration, fell silent abruptly.

    "Besides, my situation is different from yours. I had no certainties."

    "What do you mean..."

    "It's all just my speculation. To confirm, I need to visit the temple."

    K, who had briefly looked at Rashar, turned his gaze back to Greg.

    "So please send me to the temple immediately. It's the only way to find a definitive answer."

    If one wanted to force K to open up, there were countless ways to do it.

    They could overpower him with force.

    Given the mana Greg sensed from K, it would be very easy.

    If he valued his life, he would comply.

    But instead of choosing the easy path, Greg remained silent.

    He felt a divine presence passing through his mind.

    "......"

    It was the presence of a god.

    Greg's eyes wandered to the window.

    Beyond it was a prayer room created for those working at the headquarters.

    'Are they watching?'

    A being with divinity couldn't descend to the ground.

    But they could convey their intentions through a temple that could withstand divinity.

    The mere act of revealing a presence was likely to indicate they were watching.

    Greg glanced at Rashar discreetly.

    She was still looking at K with a troubled expression.

    'She probably didn't notice anything.'

    Considering Rashar's age, it wasn't surprising.

    She had only been an apostle for two years.

    'She's still inexperienced.'

    Without being able to discuss the matter with her, he had to make the decision alone.

    The seven gods had never responded to con artists pretending to be Outsiders until now.

    Why was this time different?

    Was this young man really the Outsider foretold in the oracle?

    In that case, the mention of reinforcements couldn't be taken lightly.

    If anything went wrong, they wouldn't be able to escape responsibility.

    Greg made a swift but careful decision.

    * * *

    "You seem to be in a real hurry."

    "I told you, I'm busy."

    "If that's the case, it would be rude to keep you."

    Greg, who had been stalling as if to assess the situation, changed his demeanor.

    "I will personally escort you."

    Just like Rashar before him, Greg didn't question why I needed to go to the temple.

    To them, it was natural for me to seek the temple.

    'It's clear that the Divine Land refers to the temple.'

    I had suspected it before.

    And that's why I mentioned the reinforcement offer.

    Greg's demeanor shifted dramatically over just one word.

    'In case anything goes wrong, it mustn't be due to his own mistake regarding the reinforcements.'

    Though it was just words, it would have been hard to dismiss completely.

    After all, they had searched for the Outsider for over a year based on hope alone.

    I was confident it would work, and it did.

    'Anyone with much to lose is sensitive to where responsibility lies.'

    I didn't have an issue with Greg's response. In fact, I considered it fortunate.

    Thanks to him, I could head straight to the temple without getting caught up in unnecessary tasks.

    Now was the time to prepare for the next phase.

    Before meeting Greg, I brooded over what Ahel had imparted to me.

    - Palao.

    Why had Ahel bothered to mention such a thing at that moment?

    After pondering deeply, the answer emerged soon enough.

    'He was hinting at the temple I should visit.'

    In this world, religion signifies the 7 Great Virtues and the seven gods.

    If there are seven gods, it means there are as many religious orders.

    'With that many, there will inevitably be a competitive structure.'

    Judging and comparing who's better or worse is a natural sequence of events.

    While I don't know about the divine beings above, the intellectual beings I'm aware of can't achieve perfect harmony without any discord.

    'From the moment of birth, they exist isolated from others, so it's only natural.'

    The Rashar party I observed for several days were ordinary intellectual beings.

    In a situation with seven orders, it was illogical to think there was no conflict or dispute.

    Therefore, everyone was bound to focus on which temple the Outsider prophesized in the oracle would visit first.

    This was not simply a matter to dismiss as a personal choice.

    'This would be the Outsider's first political move.'

    Wouldn't Ahel, a native of this world, have known this?

    'No, he must have known the insider details of this place and that's why he hinted at it.'

    His intention was to score points with me.

    'There's no need to ignore the clue he gave me.'

    Regardless of my feelings towards Ahel, his advice was worth trusting.

    His desire for my mana was genuine with no deceit.

    "If you're really in a hurry, we should go right away. Sir Bennett, I'll take over the guidance from here, so you can go back and rest."

    Greg no sooner spoke than he exited the office.

    I glanced at Rashar briefly before following Greg out.

    "May I ask which god's temple we're going to?"

    I asked calmly as we walked down the hallway, and Greg sent me a brief glance.

    "The place serves all seven gods equally. It has been created so soldiers can offer their prayers to whomsoever they serve whenever they wish."

    No sooner had I thought whether it really was a temple, than Greg elaborated.

    "Aspiring unity, the statues symbolizing each of the 7 Great Virtues are established, along with the symbol of the World Tree signifying harmony. Priests dispatched from each order are there managing it. I've been fortunate to meet Temoria in that place several times."

    It was as if he wanted to reassure me not to worry.

    I nodded my head in agreement and silently followed behind Greg.

    There was a tension that couldn't be helped, fearing we might be headed to a secluded place.

    Everything in this world was unfamiliar to me.

    However, knowing not where the temple was, all I could do was follow him.

    Luckily, we soon arrived at the snow-white building.

    Without hesitation, Greg led me inside.

    The first sight was a white statue in the center of the building.

    'A tree...'

    Its leaves were intricately detailed and exquisitely carved.

    Seven doors arched behind the tree statue.

    As I surveyed this area, system messages began piling up.

    「You've proven your existence to the Masters of the New World!」

    「You've gained 20 Reputation as a reward for leaving a trace.」

    「Visit a prayer room to unlock the Main Scenario!」

    'Main Scenario.'

    That was the title of this hidden mission.

    However unwilling, I was already familiar with this message as I asked.

    "Can I take a look around the prayer rooms?"

    "They are all prayer rooms."

    Greg wiped at his mustache and looked around.

    Seven doors, each marked with a different symbol above.

    No further explanation was needed.

    "...... Which one is Palao's?"

    "Any particular reason you choose Palao's temple?"

    "Do I have a reason to choose elsewhere?"

    It would have been enough of a response to indicate that unless they provided proper explanations, I wouldn't either.

    As expected, Greg, wearing a peculiar smile, pointed to the door on the far left.

    "In order, they represent Humility, charity, kindness, Patience, chastity, temperance, and Diligence."

    The likelihood of Greg lying here was...

    'Slim.'

    Until the discussion about reinforcements was completely settled, the upper hand remained with me.

    'Though I'm on guard.'

    The desperation with which they clung to mere words of an oracle wasn't yet sending them to gamble.

    The evidence lay in Greg's added remark as I opened the second door.

    "I've escorted you here without question."

    "......"

    "So now it's your turn. Make sure you get a definitive answer regarding the matter you mentioned earlier."

    Though up until now, he'd submitted to my intentions, once I exited here, things would change.

    Briefly halted by Greg's warning, I continued to step forward.

    Upon entering the prayer room and closing the door, a system window appeared.

    「Do you wish to unlock the Main Scenario: Opening Story? (Y/N)」

    It felt as if the paths I had taken unfolded before me.

    Considering the worst of the worst, I pressed the button.

    My vision was swiftly engulfed in darkness.

    Damned System.
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    At first, everything visible was shrouded in black.

    Even with eyes open, it was likened to having them shut during a deep night.

    How many seconds passed like that? A change occurred in the vision filled solely with darkness.

    A crack formed with a sharp noise on one side.

    With a loud bang echoing from somewhere, the crack further expanded.

    Bang, bang, bang.

    At the end of several consecutive echoes, the crack finally broke through.

    Beyond that hole appeared an eye of red where the whites and pupils were indistinguishable.

    I knew those eyes.

    'They're monsters.'

    The hole grew larger and more numerous.

    Monsters started appearing in the forest, the lake, the field, and the desert.

    Following that, villages were set ablaze, cities crumbled, and wailing people were devoured by the monsters, taking over my vision sequentially.

    This was a summary video of the calamities that befell this world.

    It felt like watching a B-grade movie.

    'A literal main scenario.'

    It was akin to the opening, explaining the worldview one needs to understand before gameplay.

    Subsequently, an explanation of the gameplay commenced.

    Seven symbols I saw before entering the dark prayer room surfaced in my mind.

    'The 7 Great Virtues and gods.'

    I continued watching the video, understanding the game's basic rules.

    'It seems like deciding which of the seven churches you'll be affiliated with.'

    Players in this game are affiliated under different gods, in essence, in the world of Bihar.

    "This condition doesn't appear entirely clean..."

    It was merely an intuition, but I couldn't shake off the thought that choosing an affiliated faction was for political use.

    "Players grow."

    Eventually, people with tremendous mana like Rashar would appear.

    And the achievements or performances they set?

    "Will all be attributed to their affiliated church's prestige."

    The hidden intention behind faction selection seemed visible and vivid.

    Of course, it wasn't entirely a form of exploiting players.

    Choosing an affiliated faction came with various benefits.

    "The initial buffs vary by faction, and you can receive a god's blessing like a holy knight or a priest."

    Given that a god's power is being used, there would be numerous conditions, but being able to use one of the 7 authorities was a substantial merit.

    Briefly engrossed in the video to understand the relevant content.

    "Wait."

    Suddenly, an unsettling question formed in my mind.

    "So, do I have to decide on a faction to use just one among them?"

    If I made the wrong choice, the hard-earned authority from the hidden mission might be lost.

    Could it be that because I already used Finelpenia's side, that's the faction I'm assigned to now?

    Then what about Karlos's authority? Rashar said it was precious.

    "I used it before the main scenario opened."

    So, maybe it's still okay, I reassured my anxious mind.

    Despite all that, I let out a hollow laugh because of the ongoing video.

    Suddenly disgusted with the system pretending to be a legitimate game.

    What's the point in organizing a plausible worldview and explaining the gameplay direction?

    Even if it pretends to be a game, fooling people's eyes, the fact it was a war in reality didn't change.

    Ultimately, my speculation regarding the word "hope" in the oracle turned out right.

    "Damned..."

    The system was trying to involve the players in this war.

    Forcing them without even seeking preliminary consent.

    By the end of all the videos, my eyes turned frigid.

    "There's no word about the Hole."

    Unless I verify this, I can't make a decision.

    Must I inquire directly after receiving the rewards from the hidden mission?

    As I pondered over a method, the darkened vision was slowly brightened.

    Eventually, when the scene of the prayer room I initially entered became clear.

    "Gasp!"

    Suddenly, a massive presence aimed towards me.

    「You're late.」

    And then, words began to form in my senses.

    'What is this?'

    It felt like words, not a voice, conveying awareness directly.

    「You broke the promise.」

    「Must hold accountable.」

    The more the words repeated, the stronger the presence became. More than one.

    It felt like gigantic presences squeezed into me, dismantling the existing ones.

    I tried enduring, but my body collapsed.

    My survival instincts sent a danger signal as I lay pitifully on the floor.

    'I'm about to break.'

    I couldn't withstand being an existence any more.

    If this situation continued for even a few more seconds, it would have been the end for me.

    Regretful of my choices that led me here and anxious for the siblings left behind, I'd have helplessly died.

    But fortunately, my end was postponed.

    「The system absorbs the piece of divinity.」

    The moment I felt a sense of crisis, a message popped up, and the presence squeezing me began to disappear.

    "Gasp, gasp!"

    It felt like the air was being let out of an overinflated balloon.

    After barely catching my breath, I carefully got up, using the floor.

    And I glared at the empty prayer room. There was something peculiar about the flow of words I heard moments ago.

    'Late? Promise? Responsibility?'

    What on earth were they referring to?

    Suddenly, a system message appeared.

    《System Message》

    〈If you hadn't released #「email@protected」!!^$%f from the start, such convoluted events wouldn't have happened.〉

    It was an odd system window, unlike the ones I had seen before.

    'System message...?'

    While contemplating the unfamiliar form, I began wondering if perhaps...

    The thought of possible word constructions clouded my mind.

    Once again, an invisible presence felt like sifting through me.

    「He came personally? It would have been pleasant if greetings were given beforehand.」

    Fortunately, it didn't feel like before where it tore me apart.

    The strange presence merely passed through me.

    《System Message》

    〈You seem to imply that without me, your attitude would have changed.〉

    Holding my breath, I aimed to understand the situation.

    「No such thing.」

    「Other-worldly divinity, it bothers us that we could not show proper etiquette.」

    「Speak precisely. We didn't release #「email@protected」!!^$%f. We missed it.」

    「You seem overly agitated. Perhaps calming down first would be wise.」

    The overlapping words hinted at the presence of multiple voices.

    Likely the 7 gods of this world.

    The presence passing through me was probably the divinity.

    'Indeed, the system mentioned absorbing the divinity.'

    It seemed apparent the earth's system and the gods of this world gathered through me in one place.

    'Why only now?'

    Was this not the system that only occasionally showed its presence through the capitalist trait?

    Never before had I seen it openly expressing intentions at my location.

    'Was it not about not stepping forward, but couldn't step forward?'

    Possibly some restrictions existed, like updates.

    'Perhaps the divinity is a special energy that fulfilled such restrictions.'

    I made several deductions heading in various directions.

    Meanwhile, system windows continued to appear.

    《System Message》

    〈I am completely rational here. You might find it unsettling that you receive no single apology.〉

    《System Message》

    〈I warn you, every Outsider you'll meet from here on is essentially my apostle.〉

    《System Message》

    〈Mistreating them or attempting to exploit them, I won't hold back any longer.〉

    《System Message》

    〈Worst comes to worst, I'll release the #「email@protected」!!^$%f I'm holding. Don't forget we have plans and time for preparations without you.〉

    「It exploded too quickly to be stopped.」

    「Hope you believe it wasn't deliberate.」

    「Have mercy on the powerless believers.」

    「We are weary from the long war. A mere mistake due to that, but pushed so forcefully, how might we collaborate bigger plans together?」

    The exchange allowed me to grasp the general vibe.

    'They lost that strange character.'

    The system seized it, granting leverage from the gods, seemingly.

    'Releasing it immediately would severely trouble the 7 gods.'

    I saved pondering what exactly it was for later.

    For now, I must dig into the unease the conversation left behind.

    Even if they claimed losing that strange character was a mistake, could that be believed as it is?

    'They did mention responsibility earlier.'

    The 7 gods initially showed hostility.

    Almost as if attempting to pin something on me.

    Yet, as soon as the system appeared, they swiftly switched attitudes.

    I wasn't foolish enough not to grasp what it implied.

    Without the system's surveillance, to them, someone like me was just an existence they could easily trample upon.

    'Fuck...'

    A curse naturally spilled out from within.

    《System Message》

    〈Don't forget this is your last chance.〉

    At that moment, the system message appeared once more, and voices poured down like rain.

    An obvious attempt to wrap up hastily could be felt vividly.

    Being pointed out their mistake, yet not taking proper responsibility and brushing it off.

    Seeing that unfold made my anger surge rapidly.

    Simultaneously, a multitude of complex thoughts swiftly fluttered through my head.

    'There's no guarantee the system will always block them.'

    Allowing treacherous individuals to remain unchecked was nonsensical.

    "Wait."

    As I abruptly opened my mouth, both the system and the 7 gods were instantly silent.

    Seeming unsure how to react, they paused.

    I seized the moment, taking a deep breath.

    Uncertain whether speaking up now is the right step.

    Maybe, staying put might have been advisable.

    There's truth to the saying about holding half when remaining silent.

    Emerging during a barely comprehended situation might lead to errors.

    However, knowing this, I still couldn't remain still.

    "You can't just overlook this."

    Barely a few minutes. I faced this world's gods for barely a few minutes.

    Within those few minutes, I glimpsed into these beings' ulterior motives and nature.

    They showed no intention of veiling their denigrated thoughts.

    'How contemptible must they find me...'

    Switching stances upon the system's appearance, then making excuses after being pointed out for wrongdoings.

    "How is there not even one apologizing?"

    Every single one made excuses, incited guilt, or shifted responsibility.

    Under such circumstances, knowledge came, even if unwanted.

    To them, players like me were merely expendable tools.

    Thus, I was taking a gamble-like stance.

    Today's negligence could lead to immense harm down the road.

    "Hey, system."

    My voice stood out peculiarly within the silent prayer room.

    Despite knowing less than I did, I had to act informed from now on.

    'War, hole, system and gods' intrigues, game, player, dispatch.'

    Bundling all the presumptions I made thus far, presenting pure bravado with genuine bravado, as plausibly as possible!

    "Is this really the best you can do?"

    I asked with an exasperated voice.

    "Just look at what they're doing."

    I brushed off my knees as I grounded myself on both feet, continuing my words.

    "They're only going to pull us down, let's just do it ourselves."

    Neither the system nor the 7 gods said a word.

    It wasn't a case of childishness over me intruding... No.

    'They stated treating me like an apostle of the system.'

    In this world, an apostle of a god is presumed to hold substantial status.

    It ought to carry a modicum of a speaking role.

    Their silence reflected shock at my timing and words.

    Thus, I pushed further.

    'Dammit, bending over backward to such allies, and being so naive makes us a pushover.'

    I boisterously lashed out into the void with no replies.

    Damn system.
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    "Let's each just mind our own business."

    The system had clearly stated there was a way and time for us to prepare against them.

    If it needed to threaten the other side, it wouldn't have thrown out empty promises.

    'There would be no effect on the gods then.'

    Thus, there must have been another method available.

    The gods probably knew this as well.

    Nevertheless, the system refrained from anything more than verbal threats.

    'It means that's not the best option.'

    The best option would be to align with these guys, so it made sense that they were suppressing themselves.

    'Listening to them, it seems like they tried to gloss over that point and move along.'

    And we arrived at this point. We couldn't even get an apology for their mistake and had to demand one.

    Even when directly asked for an apology, the response was full of excuses and deflections.

    Recalling the incidents that happened in mere minutes made my head spin.

    For whatever reason, just swallowing things up and accepting them doesn't make the others grateful.

    'That's what being a fool is.'

    See, the gods barge in with such audacity as a result of this self-imposed foolishness.

    I'm not saying all exchange of help is bad.

    But being leeched off is something else.

    "If you're going to continue relying on them, do it alone. I can't work with such shameless beings."

    I spoke, enunciating word by word as if nailing each one with a hammer, and the system responded.

    《System Message》

    〈Understood. As of today, the contract with the Bihar side will be terminated.〉

    The words poured out without giving a moment to catch my breath.

    'It didn't deny it.'

    It had definitely mentioned alliances just moments ago.

    Yet the system agreed without corrections or denials.

    It was as good as a confirmation of some form of connection with this world.

    The reason for the connection was obvious.

    'Enemies and allies.'

    Even words differentiating between monsters and Rashar's group gave away the answer.

    Being a step closer to the truth, I had to conceal my agitation with all my strength.

    A headache loomed as the situation fed words into my already busy mind.

    While the words overlapped, making it hard to comprehend.

    In summary, the gods were raving about war, claiming this decision was the worst.

    The absurdity made me laugh out loud.

    Then, instead of a separate system window, a new message began updating in the message window.

    「The system explains the risk of operating a standalone server.」

    「If the contract is terminated, a charge must be paid every time dimensions are crossed, increasing initial risk and damage.」

    「To maximize the player's survival rate, both servers need to be linked.」

    Reading these messages, I breathed a sigh of relief internally.

    'At least it has some sense to it.'

    The system truly had no intention of cutting ties with the 7 Great Virtues.

    It only acquiesced because I threw the bait.

    Seeing it used the game notification message window instead of an individual system window suggested the gods couldn't see this part.

    For a first attempt, we seemed to be quite in sync.

    'Given the explanations, the ideal scenario indeed seems to be joining forces with them.'

    Fortunately, I grasped what the system wanted to convey through the message window quite well.

    'The initial risk burden links back to mana, doesn't it?'

    The structure allowing players to grow by absorbing mana.

    Items and traits capable of purifying corrupted mana.

    Considering these two traits, this world is essentially a hunting ground.

    'What happens if traveling back and forth becomes difficult?'

    If it becomes hard for players to grow by consuming mana at the hunting ground, getting through the beginner phase could take an incredibly long time.

    I didn't truly intend to escalate things that far.

    Pushing these gods now was only to rebuild our relationship anew.

    'It's a good call. They'll buy us time anyway, so what's the problem? Let's withdraw quickly.'

    Adding that there was still much to do in our world, the words boomed louder.

    Ignoring all of it, I crouched.

    "If I destroy this, we can go back, right?"

    《System Message》

    〈Yes, closing the hole by destroying the connection is the condition for mission completion.〉

    Upon confirming the system's response, I set down the shield I'd been carrying for days.

    Drawing a dagger from the two tied to my waist felt as smooth as flowing water.

    I already knew how to destroy the connection.

    To break the swirling flow of gathered mana, I enveloped my dagger in my mana.

    The blade, now shrouded in a crimson haze, rushed toward the mana whirlpool.

    There was no hesitation in my movements.

    Because I couldn't destroy this connection, anyway.

    Every word pounding in my head confirmed it.

    So, I could pretend to thrust the dagger with all my might as if I meant it.

    Kang-!

    'See, look at this.'

    Just before the dagger touched the shield, a golden aura appeared.

    My dagger couldn't penetrate the halo and bounced back.

    I swung it with all my strength, so it was a wonder I didn't lose my grip on the dagger.

    The obstruction just now was undoubtedly...

    「We can't unilaterally break promises like this.」

    「We should have agreed to work together, shouldn't we?」

    「Your apostle seems agitated; it would be wise to calm him down.」

    「Do you think we would tolerate such a unilateral termination!」

    Still, the gods hadn't grasped the situation.

    They took action to prevent me from leaving, from ending this meeting.

    Yet they kept talking of wars and greater causes.

    Why should I indulge their demands, their audacious demeanor expecting aid?

    Those who don't know gratitude must face consequences.

    'Those idiots still haven't come to their senses.'

    Crack, crack.

    "If winning the war matters that much, then send a meat shield from your side. They can buy us time."

    I twisted my neck as I idly spun the dagger in my hands, stating, "During that time, if we finish our preparations, our chances of winning will improve, won't they?"

    Icy silence swallowed both the gods' anger and my own.

    I savored the sarcasm lingering in my words as I pressed on.

    "Isn't that something you'd hate?"

    Continuing, I once more raised the dagger high.

    "We're done taking losses while covering for you. We're stopping that now."

    Even declaring it as the last chance, what use were words?

    'If you're going to threaten, do it right.'

    Had they understood words, none of this would have happened in the first place.

    'With these types, I have to show them a clear sign.'

    An indication that if needed, plans and promises can be discarded at any moment.

    That constant threat would deter them, making them assume a subordinate stance.

    'The system began with pinpointing their faults as soon as it appeared.'

    This signified that grievances had piled up, that it had tolerated much over time.

    'Pathetic fools.'

    With a chilling expression, I pointed at that golden aura on the shield, saying,

    "System, remove this."

    After a brief pause, the aura began to gradually fade.

    It felt like it was being forcibly dispersed rather than naturally dissipating.

    The moment the radiant gold completely vanished, I once again covered my dagger in mana.

    I thoroughly ignored the increasingly frantic words.

    As I properly aimed and prepared to thrust the dagger again.

    「I apologize for my brothers and their rudeness.」

    At the sound of a calm yet somber voice, the surroundings went silent.

    The noisy, chaotic deluge of words vanished all at once.

    Instead of voluntarily quieting down, it felt like they were forcibly muted.

    I had an inkling, it seemed like an appropriate time to end it here.

    「I'm sorry.」

    Sure enough, a genuine apology was finally heard.

    Yet strangely, it was different from the voices that passed through me until now.

    In a crowd of nameless gods, unseen and indistinguishable by voice, it was uncertain who was who.

    'Seems like all seven aren't here.'

    Among the divine auras I felt so far, there were about four or five types.

    Though the one that just spoke was unfamiliar.

    Could it have remained silent all along and only now spoke up?

    「It may sound like an excuse, but my brothers are so desperate that they don't discern wet from dry. Each is fiercely protective of their followers.」

    As I stood motionless, balancing between justification and excuses, the words continued.

    「Not that forgetting respect is anything to boast about.」

    "You are......?"

    「Though lacking in many things, I go by the name and lead my followers as Senoa.」

    If it's Senoa, that's humility. According to Rashar's explanation, it's the only god whose authority remains unknown.

    'Are the silent other gods related to its authority?'

    While I was considering other thoughts, Senoa continued speaking.

    「On behalf of my brothers, I apologize. Please show mercy. If needed, we will accept additional contracts.」

    The tone was weary, like someone so tired they were about to collapse.

    「I do not want to waste more time on meaningless persuasion. I should have made a decision before Palao met the fate it did, and I'm sorry it took so long.」

    My gaze sharpened.

    Why was Palao being mentioned suddenly?

    'Before that happened? Did something occur?'

    More questions without answers piled up, but I also gleaned something new.

    'Appears to be the leader among them.'

    Apparently, humility held the most influence among the gods.

    Was it fortunate that one of them had a semblance of sense?

    'No.'

    From witnessing the others, I couldn't trust it outright.

    It could easily be a ploy to deceive us.

    I remained silent, urging the humble god Senoa with skepticism and caution.

    「Deity of another world and dear Outsider, delayed acknowledgement is a fault as well, and I seek forgiveness. I will take responsibility.」

    No sooner had Senoa's composed voice trailed off than the system window appeared.

    《System Message》

    〈Acts of intentionally threatening an Outsider visiting to confirm the alliance.〉

    〈Attempts to cunningly exploit the Outsider by exploiting gaps in agreements.〉

    〈Accusations of intentionally discharging #「email protected」!!^$%f.〉

    The message content elicited an involuntary grimace, introducing unfamiliar terms.

    Ever since entering this prayer room, I hadn't had a moment of peace.

    《System Message》

    〈Acknowledging all allegations, we inform the gods of Bihar.〉

    《System Message》

    〈Any involvement in the deaths of players will result in the due penalty, calculated proportionately according to contribution, and equivalently sized divinity shall be reaped.〉

    「As Bihar's representative, I consent to the new agreement.」

    Divinity, treaties—I'm uncertain precisely what transpired.

    But it evidently concluded beneficial to our side.

    Yet I refrained from smiling, surveying the prayer room with a piercing gaze.

    'Only one out of seven?'

    Only one of the 7 Great Virtues faced us with dignity enough to apologize.

    Really, it was a mess, getting involved with such unruly beings.

    「Dear Outsider, I extend my apologies once more. What I meant to address, I was late in getting to.」

    Undoubtedly, they were referencing the initial threat I felt early on.

    "Words cannot change the fact I almost died."

    I replied coolly, maintaining a detached and icy demeanor.

    Damned System
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    「I am also sorry if my apology felt insincere.」

    The divinity I first experienced was overwhelming and heavy. Overall, it had a strong sense of unpleasantness, to put it plainly.

    The other divinities that followed were not much different.

    However, Senoa's divinity was a bit different.

    'Is it because the virtue she represents is humility?'

    Overall, it felt cautious and calm.

    「And thank you very much for arranging this meeting today. Thanks to it, I can see hope for the future that once seemed only dark.」

    Because of this, it was hard to push aggressively as I did with the others.

    'I find these types uncomfortable.'

    Without sensing combat instinct from the other side, I felt my energy draining as well. As I closed my mouth with a sense of discomfort, I thought I sensed a faint smile.

    Was Senoa mocking me? Suspecting this, I frowned, but then Senoa spoke.

    「Please consider this as a token of my gratitude.」

    In front of me, a golden light formed and soon became a pearl the size of my fist. As I quietly watched it, the system intervened.

    「The God of Humility, Senoa, presents you with a gift on behalf of Bihar.」

    It seemed she meant for me to accept it, so I reached out. As my fingers touched the pearl, it absorbed into my body.

    「The title 'Mark of Alliance' is being created.」

    Feeling a slight tremor, I quickly checked the newly added title in my status window.

    「Mark of Alliance」

    • Description: A gift from the chief gods of Bihar, expressing their gratitude for your achievements.

    • Effect: You can use all seven great authorities regardless of your affiliated faction.

    Even though I tried to suppress my excitement, my fingertips trembled. My heart was relieved of a problem that had been bothering me throughout the main scenario.

    'I don't have to sacrifice Karlos's authority.'

    With a discreet sigh of relief, I prepared to part with Senoa.

    「Then, now...」

    "Wait, I would like to ask something of... I would like to inquire about Palao."

    I hastily grabbed him, realizing this was a rare opportunity to converse with the gods.

    I was curious why Ahel specifically recommended Palao. I wondered if I could gather some clues by speaking directly. Yet, no response came back.

    'What is this, perhaps he didn't come at all?'

    Could it be that Palao was absent from this gathering?

    Or was Senoa preventing us from speaking?

    Whatever the truth might be, I pondered for a moment.

    「Charity's Palao has perished.」

    A surprising answer came from an unexpected source through unfamiliar divinity.

    In total, six gods were gathered here, including Senoa and the one who just spoke.

    "...... I see."

    The announcement of Palao's demise sufficiently explained why Ahel recommended Palao's temple.

    'A kind of neutral zone.'

    The order of Palao had lost its head. Therefore, other cults or gods didn't regard it as important, a declining order without a reason to be checked.

    「Wishing you success.」

    No sooner had I realized that fact then the divinity that delivered news of Palao's demise left a blunt farewell and disappeared.

    「Let's proceed with the covenant.」

    《System Message》

    〈I will start the connection work as soon as possible.〉

    A brief exchange followed between Senoa and the system.

    「Until we meet again, farewell.」

    The colossal presences disappeared, leaving me standing alone in the empty prayer room, breathing deeply.

    Since the gods departed, the system was next.

    "Hey, system."

    Upon my low call, a white barrier formed around me.

    It was just like the shield seen in Level 1 and 2 missions. Obviously, the system wanted to block our conversation from the view of the six gods.

    As expected, once the barrier completely encased me, the system window popped up in front.

    《System Message》

    〈Yes, Player Kang Hyunwoo.〉

    Confirming its presence, I clenched my fists tightly and murmured with growing anger.

    "You scoundrel......."

    Normally, I would have raised my voice and vented my anger by now.

    In my opinion, my relationship with the system was a mess, at least.

    Yet, my boiling anger didn't escape.

    《System Message》

    〈I sincerely apologize for the sudden burden I have imposed on you.〉

    It wasn't due to the system's polite response nor its initial apology. The main reason was my knowledge from reading the main scenario, which prevented my anger from surfacing.

    I roughly grasped the condition of this world called Bihar and Earth.

    Ranting wouldn't change the miserable situation.

    《System Message》

    〈I would also like to sincerely thank you. Thanks to Player Kang Hyunwoo, the expected period required for the server connection has been dramatically reduced.〉

    With a somewhat hollow feeling, I read the system's words as I clutched my fists.

    《System Message》

    〈Please let me know if there is anything you need or if you have any questions. I will find a way to support your play if it is necessary.〉

    "Sigh."

    I sighed so hard, it felt like the floor might give way, and I rubbed my face.

    It's time to achieve what I struggled to reach so far.

    "Why are you being so cooperative today?"

    Nevertheless, due to lingering hostility, my tone naturally carried some sarcasm. Yet, the system replied calmly as if undisturbed.

    《System Message》

    〈Thanks to the divinity left by the chief gods of Bihar, we have temporarily gained some peace.〉

    It dawned upon me; if this direct communication was temporary, then it was no time to waste.

    I promptly raised my issue.

    "Is the hole really connected to Earth or not? Did players come and go through that hole?"

    The urgency was related to the holes.

    《System Message》

    〈Yes, precisely.〉

    I gathered my breath, grinding my teeth, and asked again.

    "Can monsters also pass through it?"

    My voice trembled slightly; this issue mattered deeply to me.

    《System Message》

    〈Yes, but currently, I have blocked access on my end.〉

    Recalling the numbers in the mission list, I felt a vast emptiness beneath my feet.

    《System Message》

    〈Of course, it will eventually be used as a pathway for the enemy unless completely destroyed. Bihar fell to invasion just like that.〉

    I guess Bihar would be a fitting name for this world.

    Our world is Earth, whereas this world is Bihar.

    Of course, the crucial matter isn't the name of this world.

    The hole connecting Earth and Bihar is of utmost importance.

    What I deduced from the pieces of information I had painstakingly gathered was correct, much to my dismay.

    Perhaps due to suspecting it for some time, the shock wasn't colossal. Just overwhelming.

    《System Message》

    〈The period during which the hole was left unattended following the failure of the existing gate was too long. Had the server been connected two years ago, things wouldn't have been this chaotic.〉

    Murmurs that followed from the system barely registered.

    Catching precarious breaths, I suddenly gritted my teeth.

    I can't remain dumbstruck indefinitely.

    'Get it together. It's not like I was totally ignorant.'

    Gathering my weakening body, I steadied my mind.

    After verifying the hole's connection between Earth and Bihar, there was only one course of action.

    I can't allow them to come to Earth.

    I absolutely cannot stand the idea of those creatures threatening those close to me.

    'I'd rather die than allow that sight.'

    One person enduring this terrifying journey since the tutorial is sufficient.

    With my mind set on this, I have no choice.

    I must thoroughly eliminate the monsters here in Bihar.

    Rubbing my face roughly, I began calming myself down.

    'Venting rage won't change anything. There's no time to waste on that, either.'

    The system's apology didn't ease my mind, nor did it release the pent-up emotions.

    The fact that it threw me into peril doesn't change; therefore, I cannot forgive the system.

    One day indeed, I shall repay the resentment I felt during the tutorial.

    But just not now.

    'Survival of humanity.'

    To solve that grand issue, I need the system's power.

    Hence, I've decided to bury the past rage deep, deep in my heart, in a place visible only by forceful revelation.

    From this moment onward, I have a temporary cooperative relationship with the system.

    Reconfirming this several times, my head felt clearer.

    'What do I need to tackle first?'

    Verify what they meant by server connection and their gratitude?

    'No.'

    From their dialogue, that's already a fixed agenda.

    The server connection would commence soon and couldn't be reversed.

    Moreover, the term 'server' implied its significance.

    'There's already a separate Earth server, so this Bihar server will open anew.'

    Roughly speculating the meaning, a pre-confirmed matter doesn't require particular scrutiny or explanation.

    Discussing topics related to gods is more crucial.

    I must function in a world dominated by them hereafter.

    "Those I met just now seem unreliable."

    《System Message》

    〈If quantified into a trust percentage, it'd be about 28%. This includes some consideration toward Senoa and Karlos.〉

    Essentially stating that it'd be wiser to remain skeptical despite apparent cooperation.

    "What are the relationships among those seven... no, six gods?"

    《System Message》

    〈Although they refer to themselves as siblings, as witnessed, the unity is inadequate.〉

    "Do they bicker often amongst each other?"

    《System Message》

    〈I dare say I do not know their exact relationship; however, I know inter-order disputes are fairly frequent.〉

    Expected, perhaps? I was hardly surprised.

    Even when cornered by the enemy, cults diversified, raising voices in conflicts and disputes.

    During such times, a supportive alliance for the war emerged.

    'We shall see what developments arise in the future.'

    Ahel had stated that most demi-humans didn't know how to wield mana.

    In a situation where most were non-combatants, adding thousands or tens of thousands of combat units became invaluable.

    All cults will be eager to recruit players with flaming ambition.

    'Growing military strength would bolster a order's power.'

    The players' affiliation is more critical than expected.

    Indiscriminately picking one without knowing any better felt like placing support under the sole user and abandoning ourselves.

    'The humility of Senoa, kindness of Karlos, and charity of Palao.'

    Memorizing the names of these three, I stifled a sigh.

    'The remaining four need to be monitored.'

    Griping about unreliable partners falling from the heavens would change nothing.

    Instead of fretting over unchangeable things, it's better to tackle other elements.

    "You mentioned you'd do anything to support my play?"

    Specifically, constructing necessary methods.

    《System Message》

    〈Yes, indeed.〉

    The system accorded me the answer I sought.

    If rephrasing or denying it would've incurred my ire again.

    'After the hoopla about server connection and gratitude, perhaps they will accommodate some requests if I ask now.'

    No need to ponder deeply about what's essential for playing this game.

    "What about game updates? Is that feasible?"

    For the future's sake, I need to tailor this crazy game somewhat to my taste.

    Damned System

    TL's Corner:

    I forgot to mention this before, but that prick David is getting on my nerves. I hope that dude dies horribly.

    Also, now that I think about it, this story resembles SCOG a bit, minus the harem.
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    《System Message》

    〈Yes, it is possible.〉

    A response came back almost immediately, and my eyes narrowed.

    "So, there are no limitations to the update as I thought."

    Was it merely my speculation?

    《System Message》

    〈When you connect to the server with Bihar, you can utilize the divinity invested in program development. Please let us know what you wish to adjust; we will try our best to modify it.〉

    It seemed that while no updates were possible at the moment, it would be feasible once the servers were merged.

    Though I wasn't entirely sure what "invested strength" meant, that didn't matter as much.

    Hearing a positive response about the update was enough for me.

    'There's no reason to delay if it's possible.'

    I started venting the frustrations I had accumulated while playing this game.

    "First, change the way mana is absorbed."

    This was a matter that must be addressed.

    《System Message》

    〈This is not possible. The humans of Earth do not possess the power to transcend their inherent limits. Absorbing and purifying mana is essential for training troops.〉

    However, the system rejected my suggestion as soon as it heard it.

    It must be quite important if I'm bringing it up right from the beginning. Yet, it got rejected without even a moment's consideration?

    'You show signs of someone who has never played a game.'

    A surge of irritation rose within me, but I held it back once.

    Up to now, it was merely a rogue tossing me into the fray without reason, but from this point onwards, we needed to cooperate until this war ended.

    Even if I didn't like a team member, I couldn't just vent my anger and lash out.

    "What I mean is, even if we absorb mana, why not express it differently?"

    I tried my best to explain it rationally.

    "The current method just drains the motivation to play."

    As soon as I earned mana, I would use it, leaving a sense of deprivation.

    I worked hard to reach a strength of 6000, but after using the shop a little, I weakened back to 2000. How does that make sense?

    Who would like a game where you grow only to be weakened again?

    Even without physical changes, there is a psychological backlash from perceiving changes in numbers.

    Many more players are needed for this war, as confirmed by the main scenario.

    "To immerse those players in this game, we need to change the structure that is no different from a hindrance. Understand?"

    The system remained silent as I pointed out the issues one by one.

    "So instead of representing it as a mana amount, express it in another form. Like points or something like that."

    I thought this could be a reasonably feasible solution.

    《System Message》

    〈If you refer to a method that involves earning points to operate mana and shops, that too is impossible.〉

    Unfortunately, the system had a different perspective.

    《System Message》

    〈Attempting to acquire knowledge that contradicts cause with unpurified mana greatly reduces efficiency. The values set in the shop would rise to at least ten times current rates.〉

    Believing this was crucial information, I focused on the system's explanation.

    《System Message》

    〈To maintain current prices, after absorbing and purifying mana, servers should handle that before making it available for players to use.〉

    What was it trying to say?

    《System Message》

    〈If the level of interference increases to that extent, the causality is likely to intervene and disrupt.〉

    Causality? What's that now?

    I ruffled my hair roughly and asked,

    "The causality, the one I'm familiar with?"

    That thing which states cause should precede result?

    《System Message》

    〈There is a natural flow existing between cause and result. The causality functions to maintain this flow, removing unnatural or non-causal flows.〉

    《System Message》

    〈The causality is a very old rule, and even I do not know its origin. However, it is not impossible to evade the oversight and regulation of the causality.〉

    It was truly the first time hearing such a story.

    《System Message》

    〈Deviating from the flow of causality is possible by expending divinity. My game is a prime example of this.〉

    The point the system was making was simple.

    Originally, absorbing energy that belonged to another life form would not be allowed within the natural flow.

    However, the system's game, being unnatural, allowed players to indulge in what should be forbidden.

    And it was created at the expense of the system's divinity.

    The game, that should by nature have vanished due to causality involvement, remained for this reason.

    The causality turned a blind eye in exchange for the system's divinity.

    Upon grasping this much, a memory surfaced in my mind.

    When Ahel explained about mana.

    'He said you pay a price for defying nature with mana.'

    Was it a similar principle?

    《System Message》

    〈By principle, I shouldn't be interfering in matters internal to this dimension. It's because adopting the game's form is a method familiar and highly autonomous to humanity.〉

    《System Message》

    〈Thus, by allowing most choices to be left to individual player decisions, I minimized my interference.〉

    If individuals were responsible for purification and absorption, the server's role would diminish, also reducing the divinity required in exchange.

    Conversely, increasing the server's role within the gaming structure would necessitate more divinity.

    If an update attempts to expand the server's role without sufficient divinity?

    'The causality might step in and erase the game itself.'

    All the divinity invested would vanish into thin air.

    I didn't quite understand what exactly this "divinity" meant.

    Just that it was perhaps a power possessed by those titled as gods.

    I considered asking but quickly shook my head.

    'This level of understanding is sufficient for now.'

    Given that there was no additional divinity the system could use beyond what was tied to the current game, I understood.

    Since there was a limitation to this conversation's time, there was no need to delve further and waste time.

    《System Message》

    〈Even by mobilizing all operable divinity, it is insufficient to alter the mana absorption structure.〉

    Investing more divinity here would puncture the hole the system blocks.

    That meant monsters would cross over to Earth.

    The system was effectively walking a tightrope against this causality.

    One slip, and everything invested in the game would be wasted.

    'Causality....'

    In all my life, I had never been aware of such a governing rule of the world.

    Internally absorbing the strange concept, I crossed my arms and organized my thoughts.

    My demands presented a risk to the very game itself.

    There wasn't sufficient reason to risk an update carrying such peril.

    'None.'

    Unless there was certainty that firearms would be effective.

    If the monsters' inherent mana climbed up to 80, a mere sword wouldn't even pierce its hide.

    'Perhaps destructive bombs might work...'

    If a war employing chemical weapons erupted in modern society, predicting the aftermath would be impossible.

    What if nuclear weapons were used? We'd suffer from radiation exposure.

    'They say if nations fired all their nukes, over half of humanity would evaporate.'

    I wasn't sure whether it was an article or a web community post.

    But I remember reading it somewhere.

    Firing nuclear missiles merely because the targets were monsters would render Earth uninhabitable.

    By contrast, players who use mana aren't burdened by such issues.

    While physical damage is unavoidable, at least there'd be lesser worries about radiation exposure.

    'To train players, carrying this inconvenient structure is apparently inevitable.'

    For now, I'd have to concede.

    I decided not to linger on updating the mana structure.

    I just placed it next to the pile of unresolved questions.

    It could be difficult currently, but someday, when I could find substitutes for what divinity needed to be paid.

    'Until then, I'll endure the inconvenience.'

    Nonetheless, there were plenty of other issues needing amendments.

    "Then how about the inventory?"

    The inventory I used at present had five slots, each with a 10kg weight limit.

    The issue was that I could only put 'one' item in each slot.

    If I placed a dagger, despite having leftover weight capacity, nothing else could fit.

    To put a long sword and dagger together, it required grouping them as 'one' through a bag or pouch.

    How inconvenient had this been.

    "Even if you reduce the total slots, make it possible to group them, allowing storage by weight!"

    Of course, that wasn't all.

    "Whenever I'm purchasing skills, do you expect me to gamble? Specify matching attributes! Also, alongside the rank of mana, display it, so players can understand without needing additional explanations!"

    Remembering these, more issues kept surfacing.

    "Why are item descriptions so poor? Trying to leave an impression? This isn't a literary work, so no need for open-ended conclusions. If you're giving information, do so properly!"

    Excluding the three months the Earth's main server was inactive, my gameplay period with the game wasn't long.

    Yet, there were so many discomforts that words kept spilling out.

    "And the main scenario video."

    By the time I mentioned this, I couldn't contain my frustration.

    "Did you seriously think anyone would come to this world with that kind of setup?"

    Hero complex? Sure, everyone dreams of a moment to be a hero.

    That's why superhero movies sell so well.

    However, this game wasn't a movie.

    'When you watch a movie, you don't stake your life.'

    How many people would really risk their life to save a stranger's peace?

    Don't think that there are many who adhere to righteousness or gallantry as depicted in novels or movies.

    While mouths and minds declare the need to help the weak, the scenario changes when life hinges on a thin line.

    'When there's room to breathe, everyone can say one should aid others.'

    Then, when things get tight, must they wager their life, and that of their dear ones, to help others?

    Bravely safeguarding others while endangering oneself is no easy feat.

    Were it easy, human history wouldn't be so drenched in blood.

    Human nature isn't inherently noble or beautiful.

    Naturally, as individuals are born isolated, detached from others.

    When imminent danger entraps one, they become self-aware but not of others.

    Thus, the palpable sense of oneself overrides the vague concept of others.

    From the beginning, the reason sacrifice is revered is that it's hard to go against human nature.

    "If you expect humans to risk their lives for strangers at your beck and call, even those willing to come will flee!"

    Perhaps, this might have worked for modern individuals submerged in peace.

    'For they can only vaguely guess what death entails.'

    In ignorance, one can afford to be brave.

    On the other hand, those who experienced the tutorial, met monsters, and watched the community's decreasing numbers?

    They faced death nearer than ordinary modern individuals.

    They personally encountered life-threatening situations.

    'Although this takes on the form of a game, one mustn't forget it's reality.'

    The threat to life is indeed substantive.

    Yet, to fight monsters for unknown individuals' sake?

    Hardly a handful would respond grandly to the system's call.

    However, if you stake the rewards from this world instead of intangible goodwill?

    If players' participation compelled them through their own 'desires'?

    'They'd arrive.'

    Not everyone, but surely more than if appealing to virtue itself.

    Desire can at times be strong enough to forget instincts.

    'For modern individuals familiarized with capitalism, this provides a more enticing condition.'

    Those with little might respond more explicitly.

    It could offer them a chance to overturn their reality.

    "This carries no risk whatsoever. It must be changed."

    I asserted in a low, calm voice.

    《System Message》

    〈I have understood the concerns you pointed out. We will strongly reflect player Kang Hyunwoo's opinions, considering humanity's traits regarding this issue.〉

    "Phew."

    Sighing as if emptying my insides, I brushed my hair back.

    Thankfully, it seemed all this could be modified unlike the mana absorption structure.

    "And also."

    Of course, I wasn't done yet. One remained.

    "Please, the notification sounds."

    I clenched my hands tightly to avoid raising my voice.

    "Make it possible to set them to mute."

    This one was something I genuinely needed. Though mixed with personal frustrations, I earnestly wanted this notification sound feature updated.

    I planned to create a new guide once back on Earth, and I couldn't keep suffering from incessant alerts.

    Thus, I brought it up with heartfelt sincerity.

    《System Message》

    〈I thought it was merely a habitual complaint, but was it truly uncomfortable?〉

    This damned system grated on my nerves.

    Damned System.
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    The game, so poorly made that insults naturally spewed forth, made one toil in frustration. And now what?

    "Complaints like a habit?"

    Was this an indirect way of criticizing me for complaining too much?

    Just as I was about to retort, the moment passed.

    《System Message》

    〈Since you are requesting again, we will ensure it is reflected in the next update.〉

    The system was one step ahead. Although my cheek twitched once, I swallowed my curses and closed my eyes tightly.

    'It didn't say they wouldn't do it.'

    Since it going to address it, there was no need to expend energy by prolonging the conversation.

    'Let's just finish quickly.'

    From the moment I started the Level 3 mission until now, it had taken much longer than I anticipated.

    Dragging this out any longer would only waste more time; finishing even a bit sooner seemed the better option.

    Reducing the time spent tangled with the system seemed beneficial to my mental well-being.

    Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, after discussing a few more matters, the system initiated the conclusion.

    《System Message》

    〈The divinity left by the gods of Bihar will soon be depleted. It seems it will be difficult to meet again for a while after this.〉

    《System Message》

    〈However, we will watch Player Kang Hyunwoo closely and provide wholehearted support. Please maintain your success until we meet again.〉

    Almost simultaneously, two windows overlapped and flickered as if the graphics broke apart. Immediately after, the windows marked as system messages vanished.

    Like when a light bulb goes out, in a moment, it blinked off.

    "It seemed quite urgent."

    Perhaps they hurriedly withdrew to attend to something pressing.

    A message updated just as I was furrowing my brow.

    「Congratulations! You have successfully completed the HIDDEN MISSION - Main Scenario.」

    「As a success reward, 100 attribute mana is provided.」

    「As a success reward, 3 Random Boxes are provided.」

    「As a success reward, your reputation increases by 50.」

    「As a success reward, the Main Scenario is now open.」

    「As a success reward, your achievements increase by 10.」

    「Conversation with the system ends.」

    「The trait Capitalism is deactivated.」

    "Tsk."

    It seemed that the hidden mission's rewards were not subject to the double bonus applied based on reputation rank.

    In the New World Mission, since the rewards came as they were, I had hoped.

    "Stingy jerk."

    For something titled a first-place bonus, it discriminated based on the type of mission.

    Clicking my tongue inwardly, I opened the status window. I intended to check this newly appeared term, 'achievements'.

    However, no matter how much I searched the status window, the term 'achievements' was nowhere to be found.

    "What?"

    Just as clicking my tongue, an unfamiliar window filled my vision.

    ≪Important Notice≫

    The server connection process will begin soon. All players must exit the mission area and stand by.

    Timer: 00:59:59

    A heavy yet light sigh escaped as the one-hour timer appeared before my eyes.

    Thinking that the conversation with the system was finally over, I felt relieved.

    Yet, in another aspect, I felt frustrated.

    I hadn't asked the question that lingered on the tip of my tongue throughout our dialogue.

    "I should've just asked."

    Why did it create a game using divinity?

    Mentioning divinity during our conversation suggested it was rather significant.

    "Looking at how it claimed to imagine a debt equal to the divinity received from the gods of Bihar."

    But why did the system use it to make this game?

    In the end, I swallowed a question that had lingered in my mouth since before the conversation with the system began.

    I wanted to ask but didn't.

    It's partly because I didn't want to hear the answer, but also because not asking provided enough clues to infer the answer.

    "The system has shown concern over players' survival rates so far."

    Though it pushed us into the game, it modified various aspects to ensure high survival rates for players actively participating.

    Even when enduring the trickery of the 7 gods, it seemed to have persevered.

    Using Bihar as a hunting ground appeared to be the safest way to cultivate forces.

    Raising numerous players this way could potentially save more civilians should the monsters come to Earth.

    Recognizing its true intent made me want to ignore it more.

    I didn't want to acknowledge that the system wished to save even more players, more people.

    Acknowledging that meant I'd likely have to let go of the rage I harbored within and forgive it.

    'I don't want that.'

    Even if the system provided humanity with an opportunity.

    Even if, thanks to that opportunity, I gained the power to protect my siblings.

    I didn't wish to forgive.

    From the outcome, one could say I profited through the system, but so what if I disliked it?

    I didn't care if I was labeled petty for it.

    'I'm just that kind of person.'

    I wasn't mature enough to release the grievances I'd experienced simply because the cause was justified.

    So I'll just become a petty, grumpy person. If that brings me peace of mind, I want to live that way.

    'I currently have no way to exact revenge on those boasting divinity.'

    The divinity I directly experienced was overwhelmingly formidable.

    For the time being, I decided to bury my emotions and focus on growing stronger.

    'When the day comes that I can dare challenge that so-called divinity.'

    The situation would be different from today.

    Of course, it might be something far into the future, possibly impossible, but.

    I had no intention of giving up any potential from the start.

    Withdrawing my gaze from where the system had hovered, I quietly turned around.

    Having stayed in the prayer room for quite a while, once I stepped out, I tilted my head.

    Seeing Rashar pacing nervously outside was the reason for my reaction.

    'Weren't you supposed to have left?'

    Where did Greg, who seemed ready to demand answers holding my collar, disappear, and why was Rashar here?

    "What, I thought you left."

    For some reason, the moment I spoke to her, Rashar's body stiffened.

    "W-well, I sensed a presence...."

    "A presence?"

    "... A divine presence."

    Swallowing hard, Rashar was staring at me as if trying to see through me.

    "Why are you staring at me like that? Do I have something on my face?"

    "N-no, it's just your eyes...."

    "My eyes?"

    I simultaneously asked and drew a dagger from my waist.

    Reflecting my eyes in the well-sharpened blade, just as I expected.

    "Ah, it changed again."

    Was it the exposure to what it called divinity? My eyes were golden once more.

    Clicking my tongue, I sheathed the dagger and gave a simple explanation.

    "I didn't use any power, but I did meet those you call gods."

    Rashar nodded with a curious expression.

    Then, swallowing again, she appeared quite anxious.

    She seemed hesitant, curiosity and a flood of other thoughts swirling through her mind preventing her from asking.

    Meanwhile, I glanced around the hall, noting Greg's absence.

    Given his reaction to mentions of additional support forces, it was unlikely he simply left.

    Out of curiosity, I activated Mana Detection, confirming my suspicions.

    A mass of mana was present behind the fourth door.

    Smaller than Rashar's, yet sizable compared to mine.

    "The fourth one?"

    According to the order Greg mentioned, this room was for patience, a prayer room for devotees of Temoria.

    'Are they sharing secrets over there too?'

    As with my earlier exchange with the system, they seemed busy whispering among themselves.

    'Of the shameless four, who could be Temoria?'

    Reflecting on the behaviors of the gods I met, I couldn't help but smirk.

    The words of Senoa, who claimed they had lost shame, lingered in my head.

    'Gods are not that remarkable.'

    I had wondered what could make such beings appear so significant.

    While their presence was overwhelming, I wouldn't call them extraordinary.

    Their powers were astonishing but not omnipotent.

    Ultimately, the gods of Bihar were merely an entities holding greater power than humans.

    After staring at the fourth prayer room for some time, I shifted my gaze to Rashar.

    For me, gods who fancifully plotted backstabs were laughable.

    Yet, I couldn't entirely dismiss an aspect.

    'Perhaps they deem becoming vile acceptable when it's for their devotees....'

    Thinking their shameless conduct was to protect someone left me feeling a bit solemn.

    After all, if it were to protect those precious to me, I wouldn't hesitate to exploit another.

    Had I not been able to empathize, this wouldn't have disturbed me so deeply.

    With a bitter smile, I focused on Rashar and spoke.

    "Seeing Palao's disadvantages and having received assistance while arriving here... for these reasons, I wish to share something."

    "Huh?"

    Due to my jumbled thoughts, I added a little preamble.

    But I didn't intend to drag it farther.

    I needed to inform Rashar before Greg emerged.

    With Palao vanquished, they wouldn't immediately hear about transactions with the system.

    In that case, the preparations might be lacking compared to other orders.

    'I can't just stand idly by while the influence of gods unfriendly to us grows.'

    When developing the guides, I'd considered this aspect, planning to disclose information strategically.

    'Players musn't become mere fodder, mere puppets at their hands.'

    To that end, Palao's faction, Senoa, and Karlos' faction must counterbalance the remaining four orders.

    I was clueless about the power dynamics amongst the orders, but numerically at least, they appeared weaker.

    To bridge this gap, the idea was to leverage players to augment influence.

    Once again, I organized my future plan.

    "What do you mean...?"

    During this, Rashar asked with a puzzled expression.

    "Soon, people like me will arrive."

    "Like you?"

    "Forces capable of growth by absorbing mana."

    Rashar's lips tightened immediately after my statement.

    It seemed she was desperately trying to conceal her tumultuous emotions.

    "I can see it all clearly."

    She had been unsettled since I mentioned support forces.

    Why mask it now when it's too late?

    Observing her stirred an odd sentiment in me. Suddenly, Rashar bowed her head deeply.

    "Th-thank you. Truly, thank you, K. It must have been a difficult decision, but we owe you...."

    I wondered why she tried hiding her feelings.

    "I-I may lack the sense to celebrate in this situation, but we truly require help. We'll strive to minimize the losses of those who come with you. Thank you, truly, truly."

    She seemed distressed over the potential casualties involved.

    "So soft-hearted."

    Yet, these so-called gods hesitate not in manipulating divine life and authority from another dimension.

    While a human devoted to these gods expressed sanity over the lives of people she'd never met, discussing decency.

    After meeting the gods, the emotions that had been prickling at me seemed to dull a bit.

    With a faint sigh, I spoke.

    "You don't need to thank me. Our side is also benefiting from this transaction."

    "Huh?"

    "I suppose our system... our god deemed this necessary and made the deal."

    "Such..."

    "I'll promote this as much as I can on my end. So, you should pull yourself together and do it right. More losses of Players and Outsiders could make things difficult later; take note of that."

    "What...?"

    At that moment, the fourth door to the prayer room opened.

    As Greg emerged, our eyes met squarely, and we exchanged smiles.

    Not a flicker of sincerity, just businesslike smiles.

    "Did your conversation conclude well?"

    Regardless of the background scenery, I appeared as a representative of the allied forces.

    Though I snagged the position through default, being the only player present, for now, at least.

    Hence, Greg's approach to me transformed completely.

    "Yes, thanks to you. Temoria informed me of the general situation."

    Striding forth, he grinned, grabbing my hand firmly.

    "You made many helpful suggestions for the final decision, thank you very much."

    If rumors were true, Temoria seemed to have roasted my reputation; hence there was no need to preserve her honor either.

    Smiling wider before Greg's eyes, I added.

    "It wasn't a commendable task. The honor should go to the six gods. They pleaded so earnestly, I couldn't turn them away."

    Greg's responses stuttered, and I seized the moment to throw another jab.

    "Although we had disagreements along the way, even that was diplomatically resolved thanks to Senoa's mediation."

    If not for Senoa, you'd all have been like puppets without strings implies my words.

    Did he pick up the undertone? Greg tightened his grip on my hand.

    "Truly."

    However, that was all.

    "It's a relief."

    Greg issued a hearty ha-ha, a laugh brimming with detachment, while patting my shoulder with the other hand.

    Yet he didn't release the hand he gripped so I was in a position of being held by him.

    "Instead of conversing here, maybe we should head inside. I hope we haven't been too late to extend our hospitality towards the bearer of good news."

    "Just your sentiment is enough. I should be heading back."

    "Heading back indicates...?"

    "I need to relay the news on our side."

    "Ah."

    Finally, Greg released my hand.

    Instead of instantly breaking the connection, I opted to add another remark.

    "Given my business back home, there's a request I'd like to make."

    "Please feel free to say whatever you need. I'll assist wherever I can."

    Greg responded brightly.

    "I think it would be helpful to have evidence to show our side."

    The mention of evidence created a slight glow in Greg's golden eyes.
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    Chapter 62. To the New World (1)

    Jonghun, having finished his outside duties, returned to his lab and collapsed into his chair with a thud.

    It had been nine days since Hyunwoo entered the 'mission'.

    During that time, Jonghun hadn't had a single night of restful sleep.

    Even on his off-duty days, he lingered at the hospital, pacing around the lab.

    As a result, his skin became dull, and dark circles formed under his eyes, but he couldn't leave his spot.

    Hyunwoo, who had disappeared enveloped in white light, had yet to return.

    With a sigh deep enough to sink the ground, Jonghun pulled out his phone from his pocket.

    He searched the call records for a peculiar word.

    "Player"

    It was the number he had saved on the day Hyunwoo began his new mission, when they were contacted without any prior notice.

    - The person who entered the game is safe. That's what they said to pass on.

    The brief message from the call ended abruptly, with no caller ID displayed.

    However, verifying the number through the telecommunication company was swift.

    From that point on, Jonghun found himself reaching out to the other person more frequently.

    He did so again today.

    Overcome by anxiety, Jonghun made the call.

    The phone barely rang twice before the other person answered.

    『What now?』

    "Is there any other news?"

    『Didn't I tell you? I'd know immediately if he died in the mission. I'll inform you if anything changes.』

    "... Sorry for the inconvenience."

    『Tsk.』

    Though the response was grumpy and annoyed, they never hung up first or raised their voice.

    There was something peculiar about that, but Jonghun had no mental space to ponder it deeply.

    Every time he confirmed Hyunwoo's well-being through someone else's words, only one thought filled his mind.

    'Stop him.'

    Once Hyunwoo returned, no matter what he had to do, he needed to make him stop.

    He absolutely couldn't let Hyunwoo continue with these ridiculous tasks.

    What if he really died in that "mission site"?

    How could he tell the twins, who were barely holding it together, that Hyunwoo had passed away?

    'He must be stopped.'

    Hyunwoo was the child of a friend who had saved Jonghun from a life entrapped by his abusive father.

    He couldn't continue to ignore a situation that might be dangerous.

    Moreover, if anything happened to Hyunwoo, what about the twins? They shouldn't have to lose their brother after their parents.

    He must persuade Hyunwoo to ignore this strange 'game'.

    As Jonghun repeatedly resolved this in his mind, a now-familiar voice came through the phone.

    『You seem unaware, but the person who entered the game is doing quite well here. Everyone's clamoring to establish connections with him.』

    Whenever they communicated, they seemed irritated, but why?

    'It's because of Hyunwoo.'

    Even amidst all this, he's doing well?

    'He's always had a personality where, once he started, he would see things through to the end.'

    Who would've thought he'd excel even in such perilous things?

    He couldn't decide whether to be proud or to scold Hyunwoo for diligently involving himself in dangerous tasks.

    What kind of attitude should he adopt towards Hyunwoo?

    Everything felt so chaotic.

    "... Is that so?"

    With a long sigh, Jonghun closed his eyes and rubbed his tired face.

    『Yes, absolutely. He's alive and well, so there's no reason to fret like a restless dog.......』

    Just then, as Jonghun listened to the voice over the phone, a bright light penetrated through his shut eyelids.

    As soon as Jonghun burst open his eyes, he stood up with a start.

    Thunk-!

    A heavy thud filled the lab.

    Jonghun found himself frozen on the spot.

    There was a creature with a shaggy brown pelt, its limp body slumped.

    Its joints had completely dislocated, the head hung low, its jaw split into two.

    Three daggers were embedded where its eyes should be, and in its forehead.

    Black fluid oozed from where its claws and nails should be.

    The massive being, easily over two meters tall.

    'Monster...'

    There was no better word for it.

    It was the same type of monster Hyunwoo had described with such a dismissive expression.

    How, after seeing a thing like that, could he possibly remain so calm?

    While jolted by the shock, Jonghun overheard a mutter.

    "I hoped it wouldn't happen..."

    Hyunwoo muttered something incomprehensible and stood, pressing his eyes with his hands.

    『The mission just ended now. It's clear. He'll probably contact you soon... by the way, could you say Yokai reached out consistently and cared a lot......』

    Jonghun was too dazed to pay attention to the voice over the phone.

    Enraptured by the sight of the monster, he stood there for some time.

    Startled by a rustling sound, Jonghun shivered as he snapped to his senses.

    Hyunwoo, who had been gripping the monster's neck, was suddenly standing right in front of him.

    He quietly took the phone that had been pressed against Jonghun's ear.

    Hyunwoo glanced at him momentarily before checking the phone.

    Jonghun involuntarily held his breath.

    The eyes of the kid he'd known for over twenty years had changed color.

    The eerie, golden eyes seemed to pierce through him with an intangible force.

    In that moment, Jonghun found himself truly unable to do anything.

    "Hello?"

    Hyunwoo took the call in his stead and exchanged a few words.

    "I heard the codename is Yokai, is that correct?"

    "Yes, thank you for your help. I'll treat you to a meal sometime."

    "Hunting, you said? That's doable. Just need to set a date."

    "Ah, hold on a moment. I blocked requests from unknown people. I'll send a friend request from my side."

    "Yes, of course. Reach out whenever you're free."

    "Thank you."

    Hearing a conversation like this from Hyunwoo felt unfamiliar.

    As Jonghun absorbed what he was seeing, Hyunwoo soon ended the call and spoke.

    "I'm back. Sorry it took so long."

    With a light-hearted smile and greeting, Jonghun found himself unable to respond.

    He intended to scold him as soon as he returned.

    He needed to persuade him to stop this dangerous business immediately.

    Yet his words stuck in his throat, and not a single sound came out.

    Before seeing Hyunwoo himself, the waiting felt long, agonizingly so.

    But upon seeing Hyunwoo return, his perspective shifted.

    'It's only been nine days.'

    What had he experienced in such a short period?

    The person before him was indeed Hyunwoo, yet he felt like a stranger.

    "And this number, I'll block it. I'll make sure it stays away from anyone around you. It'd be best if you changed numbers, too."

    Hyunwoo blocked the number he had just spoken with and returned the phone to Jonghun.

    Then he pointed to the abandoned monster behind him.

    "I'm sorry to ask right after returning, but could you acquire... what do you call it, a body bag or something?"

    Those? On closer inspection, there was a smaller monster next to the large one.

    Monsters lying unconscious in a hospital lab?

    It was so surreal it seemed like a dream.

    "Uncle?"

    "... Just wait a moment."

    That day, Jonghun left the lab without saying a word of what he had intended.

    * * *

    During the time in Bihar, Kim Yul had mentioned that a player named Yokai seemed somewhat aware of the situation.

    That their communications seemed related to K.

    'It was natural since I was undergoing the same mission.'

    At the time, Jonghun had to keep his communications consistent via Yokai, so he left it as it was.

    "Heh."

    Even so, hearing the term Yokai through the phone didn't leave him feeling good.

    The thought that Jonghun had been exposed to a player because of him lingered unpleasantly.

    But there was nothing better he could have done at the time.

    'I have time to fix this.'

    Jonghun wouldn't be exposed to a player without plans to remedy it.

    'I memorized the number; I can find them.'

    In today's world, securing personal information with just a phone number is quick.

    The other party would know that too.

    If they had Jonghun's information in their grasp, then I could hold theirs in return.

    There were plenty of methods at my disposal; thus, I wasn't overly concerned.

    What did trouble me was noticing the call logs when I memorized the number labeled Player.

    'The outgoing calls were more than the incoming ones.'

    Jonghun must have been reaching out to an unfamiliar person to inquire about something.

    The answer to those queries was obvious, weighing down my heart.

    Seeing Jonghun's back as he left the lab added to the complexity.

    The visibly shaken expression and pale complexion indicated he'd been through a shock.

    His eye color changed unexpectedly, and he showed up with obvious monsters; it was to be expected.

    'I came back because there wasn't much time left.'

    Even without a better option, I worried I might be overburdening Jonghun.

    Yet I would make the same choice if I went back a few months.

    During my Level 2 days, injuries requiring more than simple potions were frequent.

    They weren't severe, but I lived with injuries.

    Without Jonghun's help then, I would've faced many difficulties.

    And I would still need his assistance moving forward.

    'Long stays will become routine once the server connects.'

    At the end of the conversation, the system mentioned that connecting the server would create official gates for travel.

    'Missions concepts will inevitably adapt.'

    Previously, I had to reach the mission site directly through the Hole.

    Without specifying a location, I had been dropped right in the middle of corrupted zones brimming with monsters.

    In the future, I would enter Bihar through fixed gates to secure areas.

    Safe zones like Habon Fortress would be prime examples.

    Once a secure location was established in Bihar, my entire agenda would focus on growth.

    Having decided on this course, I would remove all distractions and pursue my goals relentlessly.

    There would be few days on Earth.

    The only person I could rely on during my absence was Jonghun.

    'Well, until the server connects, it's just a waiting game for now.'

    Nonetheless, I couldn't idly waste time until then.

    I planned to conclude any business I could on Earth while the server was set up.

    That included bringing over those monsters.

    "Grrr..."

    The creature that was unconscious and limp whimpered as if in distress.

    'They have sufficient visual impact.'

    When I previously captured the identical creature types, they contained a mana of 92.

    'There weren't any Connections nearby, so they aren't evolving types.'

    These monsters inherently carry pure mana in the 90s range.

    'The smaller one was around the 50 mark.'

    To capture those two, I enlisted Greg's help.

    - May I capture some monsters nearby?

    - Having living evidence could aid in assessing additional troops.

    I had basic awareness of Bihar's circumstances, but Greg knew nothing of Earth's.

    I framed the request in a way Greg couldn't refuse.

    Thanks to that, everything proceeded smoothly.

    Greg brought a mage of a higher rank than Ahel, skilled in spatial-type mana, who transported Greg and me to a monster-infested wilderness.

    Finding and capturing creatures that matched my criteria took about 30 minutes.

    I took the precaution of removing all claws, breaking the jaw, and stabbing out the eyes to eliminate its vision.

    After cutting the tendons of its limbs, I rendered it unconscious to prepare for the transfer to Earth.

    After securing the monster to my body, I destroyed the Connection.

    As a result, the monster transitioned with me to Earth.

    Keeping them alive rather than dead seemed more beneficial overall, despite the hassle.

    'No one can claim manipulation now.'

    I reviewed what I could gain through these monsters and checked the message window.
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    「Connection 03-143(1) is destroyed."」

    「The Hole is closed.」

    「Achievement 5 has been credited.」

    「Congratulations! MISSION - 03-143 has been completed.」

    「You have successfully completed a 03 mission for the first time! Reputation has increased by 30.」

    「Please select your reward.」

    Even though the clear message was plastered there, I briefly couldn't believe I had returned to Earth.

    The ten days I spent there felt more intense than the twenty-plus years I had lived.

    'Naturally, since I was tense every moment....'

    I felt that if I refocused on the game right now, something would go awry.

    So I diverted my attention for a while.

    I fiddled with my phone and gazed out the window filled with modern civilization for a few minutes.

    Thankfully, the discord that had engulfed me began to fade.

    With a sigh of relief that no one noticed, I looked back at the game.

    'First, the rewards.'

    I chose the latter option between mana and attribute mana.

    Then a message appeared that differed from anything I had seen before.

    「As the benefit of being the top in accumulated reputation, double all rewards are granted.」

    「Attribute Mana increases by 60.」

    「Reputation increases by 12.」

    The privilege of being first in reputation was quite beneficial.

    Now, the attribute mana displayed on the status window was 455.

    I had earned quite a bit of mana through the hidden mission.

    'I managed to earn nearly 200 with the New World and the main scenario together.'

    Indeed, hidden missions reward your efforts with great benefits.

    The attribute mana I barely managed to exceed 100 during the Level 2 missions was now nearing 500.

    I felt strangely full with satisfaction.

    After checking the rewards and changes in the status window, it happened.

    The timer, which had been displayed with the overall notice, reached zero, and the system moved.

    「The connection with the sub-server (Bihar) will commence.」

    「A patch for the complete update has started.」

    「Progress 0.01%」

    「Some functions are restricted for smooth operation.」

    「The second player selection process is underway. (100,000/100,000)」

    I chuckled bitterly, looking at the increased number of players from the second selection.

    'Making a big move, aren't they?'

    It was said that it could mobilize the divinity invested in game development?

    The system pulled in a number ten times that of the first selection into this game.

    Compared to the Beta and the first selection, with their hundred-fold increase, the ratio decreased, but the overall scale expanded greatly.

    At this moment, there would be 100,000 people who, knowing nothing, would be torn apart by the beasts.

    "Whew."

    Just a few hours ago, I was also a similar victim.

    Now, I was siding with the system's plan.

    I chose to overlook it because it aligned with the direction I had chosen, despite knowing what would happen later.

    'Am I a co-conspirator...?'

    With a bitter smile, I closed the message window and opened the community.

    Without looking at posts discussing the second selection and its scale, the first thing I did was open the chat window.

    The recipient was Namkyu.

    - K: Are you free now? I'd like to talk with Squad Leader Yang Jochul.

    I knew his personal number, but I didn't want to waste time finding a public phone while using Stealth.

    Since there was a connection that could directly communicate with Squad Leader Yang Jochul, there was no reason not to use it.

    Namkyu's response came almost immediately.

    - Im Namkyu: Just a moment I'm cominggg

    Reading the message with a lot to say, my eyebrows twitched involuntarily.

    'The spelling is off.'

    Two mistakes, even giving him the benefit of a typo for the last character.

    Staring at Namkyu's message, I ignored the irritation gnawing at me and swallowed a sigh.

    'It's probably just a typo.'

    And while waiting for his response, I opened the chat window with Ethan.

    There was an issue I wanted to discuss with him.

    More precisely, I wanted his permission on something.

    * * *

    Contact came from K, stating there was something to convey and requesting a meeting.

    In response, Yang Jochul excluded all agents involved in conflicts with players from the operation.

    No exceptions, even for minor verbal spats.

    And not only that, he prepared gifts to gain K's favor.

    'He might refuse them.'

    But with a 'just in case' mindset, he gathered this and that.

    About an hour after getting contacted by K, Yang Jochul, Im Namkyu, and five other security personnel from the Special Forces arrived at the meeting spot.

    The two vehicles smoothly stopped at a remote mountain near Seoul.

    As Yang Jochul alighted, Im Namkyu, who had come along to prevent any possible communication lapse, followed closely.

    Yang Jochul glanced at his wristwatch, having observed an excited Im Namkyu since he mentioned meeting K.

    'Ten minutes.'

    Rushing allowed them some leeway before the appointed time.

    "We should convey that we've arrived."

    "Ah, yes!"

    Im Namkyu, having contacted K through player chat, replied, "The gentleman will arrive shortly."

    "No other words?"

    "No."

    "Alright."

    As the meeting approached, tension naturally heightened.

    They were meeting a player who stood out distinctly, like a stiletto in a pocket.

    Tension was unavoidable.

    "Whew."

    Yang Jochul calmed his breath while once again organizing his thoughts about this mysterious K.

    From the information at hand, K appeared to be a remarkably intriguing individual.

    'He is extremely reluctant to reveal himself, yet he doesn't hesitate to act directly.'

    Every meeting to date had been led by K.

    From this fact, one might speculate that K is action-oriented.

    'More accurately, he must possess decisiveness and driving force.'

    K was overall a cautious figure.

    Moreover, he was meticulous, even conducting pre-emptive research.

    'Both the public phone used for his first call and the café for the meeting.'

    It couldn't be a coincidence that there were only one or two CCTVs capturing the exact places K must have visited.

    'He wasn't a rash actor; rather, he was prepared for the worst, hence his composure.'

    A cautious person deploying himself indicates a confidence that he can escape should the worst occur.

    Being someone who always prepares for the worst, there's no choice but to exude a calm that seems audacious.

    'He must have dozens of scenarios laid out in his head.'

    Such individuals are typically strong against variables.

    They don't panic when things deviate; they immediately choose a backup plan.

    Considering just this, K already warranted an immense affinity for being an exceptional talent, but it didn't end there.

    Based on the posts he had made in the player community analysis, K had an extraordinarily rapid adaptability to foreign experiences.

    Moreover, not being frugal in facing challenges, he boasted exceptional application skills.

    Above all, his overall credentials showed boldness and audacity.

    'Is it that he has no fear, or is he full of self-confidence?'

    He was also the first to initiate contact, lead plans, and issue directives.

    K didn't falter in his relationship with power-wielding bodies.

    While it wasn't to say he overwhelmingly monopolized superiority, he certainly wasn't pushed around.

    Through the Han Changshik incident, he simultaneously announced his danger and clearly demonstrated the possibility of coexistence as an amicable ally.

    He neither presented an unnecessarily humble stance nor excessively attempted to overpower.

    Hence, the government side opted not to suppress K's name, despite the tension over his presence.

    There was no need to stimulate and ruin the relationship first.

    'One could see that he built the safest influence an individual could wield over a group.'

    Had K applied for the NIS public recruitment, he would have been snapped up for his talent.

    'Come to think of it, there was a comment about his outstanding cognitive abilities and deductive skills.'

    K threw out various possibilities regarding the monsters.

    Judging from that aspect, it almost seemed like he was adept at connecting scattered pieces to visualize an actual situation.

    Moreover, the way he described situations in the guidebook was detailed.

    If those contents were true, his memory should also be considered decent.

    'I must admit, he's quite something.'

    Indeed, such a person would naturally stand out in this game.

    Having combed through the comprehensive data, the overwhelming conclusion was that K was proficient at negotiations, familiar with planning, and an elite well-trained under pressure.

    Yang Jochul didn't stop there and decided to reflect on K's emotional aspects further.

    'Namkyu....'

    There was no obligation for K to take care of him.

    Yet, he voluntarily covered up the incident Im Namkyu caused and even gave him the role of a liaison, standing firm behind him.

    As if warning not to mess around.

    'Perhaps he even has a child.'

    If he were projecting his child onto Im Namkyu, it could have stirred his protective instincts.

    Yang Jochul pondered, over and over, about K during the past few weeks, aiming to learn and understand a bit more.

    Just then, audible footsteps emerged from an empty space where there shouldn't have been any.

    Yang Jochul's hand trembled faintly.

    In the past, he would have drawn his firearm by now.

    Today, to prevent the mishap of having his firearm taken away by a player, he wasn't carrying one.

    Watching the space distort in an unarmed state unexpectedly heightened his nerves.

    Gulp.

    Swallowing, a tall man split the air and made his appearance.

    "It's been a while."

    Carrying a bag larger than his own physique without any hint of struggle, it was undoubtedly K.

    Since he wore a pressed down black baseball cap and a mask, verifying his appearance overall was impossible.

    However, his sharp eye gaze and the vivid golden eyes watching beyond it seemed excessively clear.

    It swept over him, with the feeling that he wouldn't forget this scene for a long time.

    Yet, Yang Jochul deliberately calmed his stirred feelings and spoke.

    "K, glad to see you. To formally introduce—"

    "I'm sorry, but it's practically our first meeting, so let's postpone the formalities. Given it's nearly an hour past, it's not surprising for them to wake up anytime."

    However, K cut him off before he could finish his sentence.

    "I'd like to move locations as quickly as possible. You may decide an appropriate place, Squad Leader."

    "What do you mean...?"

    Accompanying his understandability-defying utterance, K put down the black plastic bag he had been carrying.

    Shortly after the heavy thud resonated from where he had placed it, K unzipped the bag.

    Yang Jochul instinctively stepped back as he checked the contents of the bag.

    Crinkled.

    The bent joints of the first-ever seen creature in Yang Jochul's life laid within.

    "This is...."

    "I caught it to check if firearms work, but I apologize for not informing in advance."

    As if entailing the matter would complicate things unnecessarily upon mention of firearms.

    K added a short line and raised his body by lightly kicking the bag.

    "Grugh..."

    "I figured showing it first and then explaining would be quicker."

    It hadn't been a delusion; the creature moved just now.

    'It's alive...'

    The monstrously bent being inside the bag wriggled.

    "Isn't it better alive than dead?"

    Looking at the bizarre entity stiffly, Yang Jochul awkwardly creaked his neck upward.

    "To those bastards spouting nonsense about contrivance or something, this will be direct."

    A mental awakening seemed to occur.

    "I'll hand it over post-verification, so dissect it or exhibit it, feel free to utilize as necessary."

    "....."

    "It will be useful in persuading those disbelieving in the game."

    Persuasion, for what?

    Yang Jochul only stared at K silently for some time.

    Possibly displeased by the silence, K clicked his tongue and said with a furrowed brow,

    "Since you've been silent since earlier, if bringing a firearm where I am makes you uncomfortable, then please say so quickly. Don't draw out the time needlessly."

    "... Please wait a moment; I'll secure a location."

    Despite maintaining a solemn disposition, Yang Jochul moved without any further delay at K's urging.
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    Bang-! Bang bang!

    Dudududu!

    "Kiyaaaak!"

    After relocating with Yang Jochul and his group, a couple of hours had passed.

    The muzzles aimed at the monsters relentlessly spewed fire.

    Chains of blue, created by a 700-mana restraint skill stone, held two monsters firmly.

    'The effect was good.'

    Thanks to that, the firearm experiments proceeded smoothly.

    'I thought he might refuse because of the mess Han Changshik caused.'

    Fortunately, squad leader Yang Jochul allowed me to stay near the firearms.

    Whether it was a test or a sign of trust was unknown.

    It was certainly better than just hearing the news later on.

    Yet, my expression wasn't particularly cheerful.

    "Tsk."

    The bullets wouldn't penetrate the big one.

    'The small one wasn't a problem.'

    Its hide was pierced even with just the K-2 rifle.

    The problem lay with the big one. The firearms didn't work on that creature, which gave away over 90 mana.

    『...... It appears ineffective.』

    Over the walkie-talkie, a slightly stiff voice, as if slightly flustered, came through.

    Yang Jochul, however, calmly issued an order.

    "Next."

    They continued the experiments by changing the firearms and the ammunition several times.

    It wasn't until they moved on to the sniper rifle that they first heard,

    『It's lodged.』

    The update over the walkie-talkie differed.

    "Did it penetrate?"

    『It seems it only pierced the hide. The bullet is visible to the naked eye, indicating it's not deeply lodged.』

    "Keep going until full penetration. Mark any firearms capable of achieving an effective hit."

    I exhaled a sigh of relief at Yang Jochul's mechanical-sounding yet earnest command.

    "Whew."

    Though not a full penetration, it had pierced somehow.

    There was a clear difference between being unable to kill for lack of means and being unable to hit despite having the means.

    It was certainly relieving to know modern firearms could affect creatures with such a high amount of mana.

    This eased some of my worries.

    Yet, my tense expression didn't easily relax.

    'I'm not sure, but.......'

    A sniper rifle was considered among the more powerful firearms, wasn't it?

    If it just barely pierced that creature's hide, what about evolved types?

    Grenades? Would using bombs pulverize them?

    How much would be needed for an effect? Should we test it on that one right now?

    'Ah, it's driving me crazy.'

    How a war genre crept into my life, becoming a headache, was beyond me.

    Sighing deeply, I pressed my fingers against my temples.

    At that moment, Yang Jochul asked with a slightly hoarse voice.

    "...... Are monsters like those common in mission zones?"

    He seemed to hold similar thoughts as I did.

    Imagining times when such creatures were rampant was only natural to be daunting.

    Since I couldn't deny his imagination with what answers I had, I ended up feeling dejected.

    "Well, let's say they're common mobs...... or regular field mobs."

    There would be level variations depending on the field.

    "...... Is it the same meaning as it's commonly used in games?"

    "Yes, well, the levels vary by mana, but...... those are definitely general mobs. There are separate elite mobs and boss mobs that are harder to hunt."

    Upon explaining about the evolved types, Yang Jochul's expression darkened.

    "We'd have to leave the elite mobs and above to the players. Otherwise, we'll have to accept turning areas into firestorms."

    Today's experimental results didn't suggest otherwise.

    Subduing the evolved types with modern firearms wasn't likely easy.

    'There's no way it's the same between a 40 or 50-mana one evolving and a 90-mana one evolving.'

    Moreover, variations would exist depending on the amount of absorbed mana.

    While trying to fight a war while preserving civilization, one couldn't recklessly use missiles or nukes.

    It meant the necessity of players would never be invalidated with the presence of evolved types.

    'Is that a relief, perhaps?'

    Just when I could barely swallow a sigh of relief, Yang Jochul asked again.

    "When you say leave it to them......."

    I muttered while intently observing the squirming monster beyond the window.

    "If those things cross over, we have to stop them."

    "Excuse me?"

    A situation like Bihar, where most of the continent becomes corrupted, making it impossible for humans to set foot, must be prevented.

    Yang Jochul muttered in a heavy tone after hearing my answer.

    "So, those monsters can travel to places other than the mission zones, to where we live."

    It was a question that didn't even require an answer.

    It wasn't a question that Yang Jochul asked for an answer, rather he was confirming it.

    'Already witnessing evidence with one's eyes, what more.'

    Therefore, rather than belabor what to tell him, I only needed to express what I had prepared to say.

    After all, the reason I brought the monster here was also to make this explanation a bit easier.

    But starting was not easy.

    Thus, a complex silence descended between Yang Jochul and me.

    "Kkieek, kkieeek......"

    The only sound for a while was the whimpering of the monster beyond the bulletproof glass.

    But after confirming the timer on the restraint skill stone positioned at the top of my sight, I forced myself to speak.

    "Over there......."

    As I started, Yang Jochul, who had been paying close attention to me, slightly tensed.

    Instead of looking at him, I continued speaking intently as I stared at the monster beyond the bulletproof glass.

    "There's a war over there."

    Despite the initial difficulty, the words flowed smoothly.

    Excluding talks of the system or the Seven Great Gods, I focused on conveying information that could directly impact Earth.

    'Hole, war, monstrous things.'

    After relaying the information linked with a few keywords, Yang Jochul's complexion looked slightly pale.

    "If the world over there collapses, it'll be our turn."

    Already holes were perforating, and should the system not stop them, monsters could cross over anytime.

    While we unknowingly lived our peaceful lives, those monsters dug tunnels to breach through.

    In the deep, void abysses unseen and unheard, shadows of monsters hungrily gaped towards me and my family.

    'There's no way this peace is going to last forever.'

    Bihar was already at a numerical disadvantage.

    Even with the players intervention, upturning the situation immediately would be difficult.

    Having envisioned another worst-case scenario, I ground my teeth together as I spoke.

    "We'll stop them as much as possible."

    I didn't want to see monsters rampaging near my family.

    Therefore, I'd mobilize all the resources at my disposal to stop them.

    Yet, how could an individual alone steer the course of a war?

    A war of the scale that involves a whole world, a dimension as its stage?

    "But I can't guarantee anything. If...... if the players fail over there, we'll have to stop them here."

    "...... The report is going to be lengthy."

    The sigh that Yang Jochul exhaled closely resembled mine.

    I looked at him with a somewhat bewildered feeling.

    It's because I wanted them to believe me but I knew it wouldn't be easy to be believed.

    Not just Yang Jochul, but the politicians who would listen to his words, and the military command also wouldn't have seen what I've seen.

    In front of them were just two unfamiliar monsters.

    Discussing things like holes and wars were essentially impossible to trust all at once.

    Had I not witnessed the secret council between the system and the gods, even I wouldn't believe it.

    'Hence, I had no confidence in making them believe what I saw.'

    Bringing the alive monster here was also to make such an explanation proceed a bit more smoothly.

    Glancing earnestly at his stern eyes, I inquired,

    "Do you believe me?"

    Yang Jochul smiled bitterly.

    "It doesn't seem like you'd lie about something like this. Your determination to try your best to stop them sounded genuine."

    So, he came to the conclusion, that even though he doesn't want to believe, he needs to.

    Blinking wordlessly, I thought it almost unbelievably too easy for him to say he believed.

    'It's fortunate... I guess.'

    For the time being, I clamped my eyes shut, opened them again to mask my perturbation.

    Everything so far had flowed according to the best-case scenario.

    I mustn't hesitate and should move forward.

    With my hands clenched, I inquired in as calm a tone as possible.

    "What about those higher up than you? Would they believe this outrageous story?"

    "...... I don't know."

    It was an ambiguous answer. Clicking my tongue inwardly, I slipped a hand into my pocket.

    'Right, I thought it was going too easy.'

    Even if Yang Jochul believed, it was useless if his superiors didn't.

    If persuading the government failed, things would get complicated.

    Even if I struggled hard in Bihar, if Earth wasn't ready, all efforts could vanish like bubbles in an instant.

    'If missteps happen, struggles will remain struggles, and war will be lost nevertheless.'

    To avoid that, however means necessary, people capable of preparing genuine, state-level defense must be involved.

    But that's not something that can go as I wish.

    'Even if more players repeat the same words, as long as they don't see the same, it'll remain an unrealistic talk to them.'

    They may harbor "just in case" apprehensions but won't fully trust it.

    'Should I bring a few more?'

    Alternatively, persuading the system to open a high-level hole and cross my fingers was another option.

    There's no guarantee against a recurrence just because it hasn't happened again.

    Be it anything, the first occurrence is always hard, but once it passes, it collapses like a dam riddled with holes.

    Once damages or assaults by monsters happen, politicians would have no choice but to believe the surreal war stories.

    'Then it could have been easier without all this hard work.'

    If a hole opens in the city, people would die, but war readiness would be gained as a result.

    Revealing the existence of the game to the whole world via SNS would also be possible.

    Yet, I couldn't readily bring that up.

    Just because a method could save 100 by costing 10, does it make it the right method?

    If among the dead were my siblings, or even the Seo family father and son, could I still choose that?

    'No.'

    If so, it isn't the right thing.

    'Just an efficient solution.'

    Therefore, perhaps that's why I couldn't even bring up such a method to squad leader Yang Jochul.

    Couldn't even bring myself to suggest it to the system.

    Despite a sure method existing, I opted for a long, winding way around.

    'Like an idiot.......'

    Ultimately choosing the inefficient path, is it my hypocrisy to lessen guilt?

    Or could it be a flounder not wanting to abandon humanity in the credible impending disaster?

    Or a cowardly avoidance endeavoring to uphold my conscience?

    Amid intense contemplation, Yang Jochul's voice came through.

    "Thanks to K, there seems to be hope."

    My head whipped around so quickly it almost made a sound as I stared intently at Yang Jochul.

    "If, as you said, those were dead, there would've been accusations of manipulation."

    A strangely firm voice.

    For some reason, it relieved me, and strength ebbed from my tightly clamped hands.

    "I'll make it work somehow."

    In response, I deeply inhaled before nodding.

    "Then I'll leave it entirely to you? I can't afford to be tied down by this with such a tight schedule."

    It's not like I could storm into the National Assembly or the Blue House to give a speech about preparing for war.

    Only option is to leave practical preparation to squad leader Yang Jochul.
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    Fortunately, since he believed me, clinging to this faint possibility seemed like the best course of action.

    "... If you trust me, I will do my best."

    "If you need anything, contact me through Namkyu. I will do everything I can to help."

    "Yes, let's do that."

    There were still many mountains to climb, but for now, the immediate hurdle had been surmounted.

    "Let's take it slow and steady."

    I controlled my complicated emotions and spoke, looking past the bulletproof glass.

    "Just in case, I'll cut off the big guy's limbs before I leave."

    "I'll make sure to station players for emergencies."

    It was reassuring to have such a person in charge.

    "Cease fire, everyone cease fire. We will incapacitate the big one. Stay calm."

    Yang Jochul, the squad leader, accompanied me past the bulletproof glass.

    Honestly, I felt relieved. If I had gone alone, I would have been extremely tense, wondering when those people might fire their guns.

    Thanks to Yang Jochul staying with me from start to finish, I was able to cut off the limbs of the large monster without any problems.

    Only then was I guided outside.

    "I remember it was underground, wasn't it?"

    When I came in, I descended quite a long staircase. Was this the bunker I'd only heard about?

    It was awkward to directly ask whether it was a military base.

    To suppress my curiosity, I kept my mouth shut, and Yang Jochul also didn't say much.

    As a result, my thoughts increased.

    Step by step, the sound of footsteps in a steady rhythm prompted an impulsive action.

    "That..."

    "Yes?"

    As I inadvertently opened my mouth, Yang Jochul, who was walking a half-step ahead, turned to look back.

    "Do you have something to say?"

    I hesitated several times before finally speaking.

    "It's about Namkyu."

    "Ah."

    Yang Jochul stopped in his tracks, wearing a surprised expression.

    Avoiding his gaze, I mumbled.

    "Don't you have him study separately? He often makes spelling mistakes in chat."

    "It's not that we don't have education time, but we prioritize military training or player sparring. It's related to survival issues..."

    It was a tale that made my brows involuntarily furrow.

    'This war won't last forever.'

    This practice of preparing children for tomorrow's battlefield by turning them into child soldiers seemed problematic.

    'That's a bit...'

    Game mechanics might interfere with life regardless of age, but seeing a twelve-year-old kid thrust into the front lines against monsters left me unable to remain indifferent.

    This issue continued to tug at my heart, more than I realized.

    'Speaking of which, isn't Kim Yul still high school-aged?'

    His sly behavior seemed like that of an office worker with a few years of experience, but he was the same age as the twins.

    When I compared the twins to Kim Yul, I was reminded just how young they all really were.

    'This is frustrating...'

    But this wasn't a matter I should intervene in.

    Kim Yul and Namkyu both likely had guardians.

    I kept repeating this to myself, trying to forget the issue.

    But before I could shed the remnants of those feelings, Yang Jochul stepped forward.

    "I'll arrange a teacher so they can complete a regular education curriculum."

    It wasn't even that significant of a promise, yet my heart felt lighter.

    It was as if I had been holding my breath, and releasing it was incredibly relieving, causing Yang Jochul to add another word.

    "Would you like to have a brief chat before you leave? It seemed like Namkyu was quite disappointed earlier."

    Somehow, his voice seemed softer. In contrast, my expression stiffened slightly.

    From the moment we met in the mountains, there wasn't really any space to have a comfortable conversation with Namkyu because of the monster.

    We moved cautiously, worried that the monster might awaken.

    Upon arrival, we used the Skill Stone for gun experiments.

    Then, continuously explained unrealistic things; there was always something that needed to be done.

    I didn't have any specific message for that kid, nor did I see a reason to make time amidst the busy circumstances.

    Nothing had changed even now.

    Yang Jochul had promised to resolve the issue that bothered me, eliminating further entanglement.

    "I don't have anything to say personally."

    Even I was a bit surprised by the unexpectedly firm tone that emerged.

    Yet, I didn't step back to explain myself.

    Either way, there wasn't a valid reason for me to meet Namkyu separately.

    Yang Jochul didn't press further and walked ahead again.

    I spoke up once more only after we ascended the lengthy staircase to the ground level.

    "Sorry for shoving the monster on you at first meeting."

    "Not at all. I understand it was urgent. Escorting you to Seoul..."

    "If possible, could I just borrow a vehicle?"

    There was stuff I needed to organize on my way, and I didn't want someone, perhaps spying on me, accompanying me.

    If not, I was prepared to run to Seoul, but Yang Jochul acceded to my request without any conditions.

    Before long, a black sedan arrived.

    "Should I contact you about where to park it?"

    When I asked if the car had a location tracker, Yang Jochul shook his head, smiling awkwardly.

    "It's fine. Since it's a government-owned vehicle for work purposes, tracking its location is essential. Just park it in a suitable place, and we'll retrieve it."

    Discussing a company vehicle after talking about an unrealistic game and monsters was peculiar.

    The disparity between reality and delusion left me both hollow and bitter.

    "Thank you. I'll return it after use."

    Covering up a chuckle that slipped out, I said, and Yang Jochul bid me farewell.

    "Then, see you next time."

    "No."

    But I immediately shook my head.

    "I hope we never have to meet face-to-face like this again."

    And leaving him slightly flinching; I opened the car door.

    "I mean it."

    If I no longer had to seek Yang Jochul, it would signify that the war in Bihar had ended.

    That would be an ending visible only in the best future, where the worst was nonexistent.

    Yang Jochul, observing me in silence for a moment, extended his hand.

    "If that really happens, I think I'd miss you a bit. Take care."

    I didn't reply, simply sharing a short handshake with him before getting into the car.

    And while heading to Seoul, I organized the contents of the guidebook in the car.

    I had drafted an outline while heading to meet Yang Jochul but still needed to refine it.

    "Given the upcoming events, it's better to post it quickly."

    I spent some time polishing the guidebook's contents in the writing window.

    As the work was nearly complete, the vehicle entered Seoul.

    And as if waiting for it, a message from Ethan arrived just in time.

    - Ethan Rembrandt: Sorry, we just finished setting up the party members. I'll prepare now.

    Since I had also finished organizing, it seemed like the perfect time to begin.

    "No time to rest, no time to rest."

    Though clicking my tongue, I replied to Ethan.

    About 20 minutes later, another post titled 'Damned System' appeared on the community.

    * * *

    "Selena."

    "Ethan, come in."

    Ethan entered Selena's office, raising the corners of his lips softly.

    Being in the unfamiliar position of a 'Player' these past months had ingrained it as a habit.

    To constantly prove and persuade others that he was harmless, not a threat.

    These were days requiring such actions.

    Greeting strangers with a smile.

    Inquiring about the well-being of people he'd only seen a few times.

    Expressing concern for those he'd barely conversed with.

    These were all deeds not characteristic of Ethan in the past.

    He hadn't been a notably social person.

    'I have changed quite a bit.'

    Yet, no matter how much one's character evolves, the essence doesn't alter readily.

    Fundamentally, Ethan didn't enjoy shallow interactions with many.

    If anything, he favored deep relationships with a select few.

    Meaning, it wasn't in his nature to visit a 'stranger' he had met about ten or so times under weary circumstances.

    However, despite the fatigue from breaking his party with Lily and forming a new one, Ethan voluntarily sought Selena, the MI5 deputy director.

    "Sorry about visiting when you're busy."

    "No need to apologize. Truly busy people would have declined at the moment your contact came."

    Ethan's smile extended further into a nicely curved arc.

    Facing him, Selena also smiled, subtly prompting him to reveal the reason for his visit.

    "I'm curious about what brings you here. We're not exactly close enough to meet in person, right?"

    Ethan's glance flickered sideways.

    It was to confirm the chat messages he exchanged with K.

    But he hadn't read all of it.

    It was merely to recollect the purpose before diving into the main point.

    For some reason, it felt reassuring, as if K was right there on the chat window.

    He couldn't comprehend the sudden trustworthiness he felt toward someone he'd only met once.

    Was it because he saved Ethan's life?

    Though claiming it for his benefit, his actions often ended up favoring the majority?

    Perhaps it's because K thinks ahead constantly and proceeds forward?

    Or maybe it results from his ever-creating unexpected outcomes?

    Actually, all those reasons apply.

    K, whom Ethan had observed from afar, was a leader worthy of trust and following.

    He had something that captivated people, drawing them in and encouraging them to follow.

    So, he decided to go along with his intentions.

    "I won't beat around the bush."

    Recalling his conversation with K, Ethan spoke in a firm voice.

    "I really, incredibly dislike David."

    He was utterly tired of being checked by people inclined to reject rather than understand differences.

    Adding a heartfelt remark, Selena silently observed Ethan.

    Even without words, there are things noticeable.

    The excited, dilated pupils, and subtly roughened breathing.

    A typical human might not notice such transformations.

    Strangely, despite the absence of a reply, Ethan acknowledged the ambition budding within Selena's eyes seemed natural.

    "For future's sake, I'd prefer someone who'd regard me without prejudice to be in charge."

    With this statement made, he wasn't surprised by the ambition that sparked in Selena's eyes.

    "I think among those I've seen, you, Selena, are the right person."

    Ethan's words, intentionally provocative, were a calculated move.

    He flicked back to K's chat window.

    As if confirming why he's currently acting this way.

    - K: They are too short on forces. Unlike us, they don't have the advantage of growth.

    - Ethan Rembrandt: How many forces do they have?

    - K: About 500,000.

    - Ethan Rembrandt: ...aren't you mistaken for 5 million?

    He genuinely thought so. Even the US alone should have over a million soldiers.

    But K, discouraging any false hopes, continued firmly.

    - K: No, it was said by someone with quite a high position on the other side. It seems quite credible. After over a decade of war, it appears most have perished.

    - K: Honestly, it can be considered already lost. It was strange why destruction hadn't already occurred.

    - K: That's why I'm convinced. This game isn't a scale to end with merely 100,000. The next wave of players chosen will likely be more.
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    As the number of players continued to increase, it was inevitable that this game would surface above the water eventually.

    This was why K argued that it was necessary to organize anti-player sentiments and forces in preparation for that time.

    "In particular, regimes that could influence many should absolutely be dealt with."

    Ethan wholly agreed with his opinion.

    The more people like David there were, the harder it would be when the existence of players became public knowledge.

    Persecution and prejudice, discrimination and oppression.

    These negative experiences that could be avoided would become unavoidable.

    Having experienced it firsthand, his conviction was even stronger.

    That was why he sought out someone who constantly clashed with David over every little thing.

    "I'm really grateful you thought well of me."

    Selena, who sat with her legs crossed, smiled serenely and calmly.

    "But changing the person in charge doesn't happen for reasons like that."

    "I know. It's impossible right now."

    Ethan, who had deliberately looked away, spoke with a faint smile.

    "But just because it doesn't work today doesn't mean it won't work next time, right?"

    "Hmm?"

    K took action just as Ethan met Selena.

    "It was about preparing slowly and together for that time."

    "I'm not fond of airy promises."

    "K posted a new post, and it looks pretty useful."

    Selena's eyes widened.

    After posting the first guide, K hadn't appeared in the community.

    However, around the time Ethan contacted Selena, expressing a desire to meet her.

    The following was posted,

    「Title: Damned System 2(389) - Author: K」

    K had posted an post with a familiar title.

    "Guide? Damned System? K posted again?"

    Selena asked, and Ethan shook his head.

    "It's not just that. There's one more."

    "He posted two?"

    "Yes."

    There were two consecutive posts with provocative titles.

    Ethan clicked on the post and skimmed through its content.

    「Title: World Government Response (62) - Author: K

    Content: Please anonymously comment on how different countries' governments are reacting to players—I will gather and post this information.

    The intent is to keep an eye on or disregard places that might treat us as monsters or experimental subjects.

    It's better than being unaware.

    At the very least, it should help decide whether to hide from the government or step out and seek protection.

    In the worst-case scenario, one might even consider emigrating.

    Leave anonymous comments, and only I will see them. I promise no code names will be exposed.

    If you can't trust this, I understand, but I hope players involved with governments will actively report for data accumulation.

    Below is the information compiled as of July 3.

    「---」」

    K had multiple reasons for posting this post.

    The first one, as expressed in the post, was to gather reports from unspecified individuals and compile information from various countries.

    The second was to foster a culture among players where sharing information about those who reject or oppress players is natural.

    The third and final reason,

    - K: We need politicians from different countries. They don't necessarily need to be friendly to us. It's more important that they aren't on good terms with those we need to overcome.

    - K: That way, even if we're on awkward terms, we can still make use of them. It's better than having enemies from within.

    - K: So, I'm looking to get your permission.

    - Ethan Rembrandt: You want to spread stories about me to create an anti-player force, essentially an external enemy, among the players.

    - K: Yes, it might be a difficult request, but seriously think about it.

    - Ethan Rembrandt: I'm fine with it. Let's make sure to openly write about what David did. Let them know it was me who reported it.

    - Ethan Rembrandt: Even if it gets delivered through other players, it's okay. I've been at odds with that person for a long time, and he recently clashed with the Prime Minister, so they can't touch me.

    When the existence of players surfaced, Ethan planned to expose in one strike all the wrongdoings of the anti-player forces.

    By wielding the weapon of human rights, they aimed to easily round them up.

    Of course, just creating a flow wasn't enough.

    They needed a blade for that day.

    Ethan found Selena to be the ideal person for that role.

    The plan wasn't overly complicated, but Ethan wouldn't have been able to carry it out alone.

    "There probably aren't many people reporting yet."

    Though he often appeared in the mission completion list, not as frequently as K did.

    K had taken both the first and the best among players.

    His reputation carried significant weight.

    In practice, the response to posts Ethan posted was vastly different from those K posted.

    The difference in the speed and scale at which reputation was built made it obvious.

    "There's a reason for the term 'name value'."

    K's plan didn't end there.

    He intended to select those who would participate in this plan, aiming to grow a player-based force.

    "Alliance."

    The ultimate goal was to create an organization that represented and protected players, rather than achieving national benefits.

    It was an attempt to build a network in advance, and Ethan was the first collaborator to join K's grand plan.

    "There's no knowing, I might become a representative of the UK branch in the future."

    Ethan, indulging a bit in impractical thoughts, cast his gaze outside the window.

    This was around the time the first tutorial, conducted alongside the second selection, had concluded.

    Somewhere out there, there were probably many players whose identities had not yet been revealed.

    He didn't want to see them treated the same way he had been.

    If he could bring David to ruin in the process, nothing would be more satisfying.

    "I can afford to wait a bit longer."

    Ethan was willing to wait however long it took if it meant making David pay for his crimes.

    Comforting himself, Ethan explained K's post to Selena without a trace of impatience.

    He also subtly hinted at how they would bring David down in the future using this post.

    After explaining K's plan as if it were his idea.

    "How do you feel about it?"

    Ethan, wearing a gentle smile reminiscent of a gentleman, awaited Selena's reply.

    * * *

    The vehicle lent by Squad Leader Yang had been roughly parked in Jungnang District.

    He had meticulously checked several times to ensure no fingerprints or hairs were left behind.

    Several hours had passed since he left the area.

    Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep.

    "Ugh."

    I covered my ears with both hands inside Jaehyuk's borrowed car.

    Uploading the post quickly was crucial for collecting meaningful data before the server connection.

    So, as soon as preparations were complete, the post was uploaded.

    The problem was that the update hadn't happened yet.

    As a result, I was suffering a second notification sound assault.

    Though it was something I mentally prepared to endure before posting, the pain was undeniable.

    "Ugh..."

    I wanted to yell to vent my bubbling frustration.

    "There's a school right here."

    I had to hold it in.

    I was currently in Jaehyuk's borrowed car, waiting to pick up the twins.

    I leaned against the car seat, covering my eyes with my hand, taking several deep breaths.

    Even while the notification sounds continued, my mind didn't stop thinking.

    "Things are smooth so far."

    Squad Leader Yang was more cooperative than I had anticipated.

    Thanks to this, I informed him about the war occurring in the other world and even that things were unfavorable.

    I also explained that the hole in the dimension allowed monsters to come over at any time.

    Additionally, in front of Squad Leader Yang, I verified the limits of firearms firsthand.

    Because of that, I could imply a future need for players.

    It was essentially creating an opportunity for players to establish a foothold in the future.

    "They might not buy into it smoothly."

    It was definitely better than when holes were being created without knowing anything.

    Squad Leader Yang took the game seriously, which allowed me to achieve quite a lot with just a monster or two.

    But it's too early to be satisfied here.

    Including the second-round selected players who recently completed the tutorial, there are over 100,000.

    Compared to the global population, it seems insignificant, but in absolute terms, it's not a number that can be easily dismissed.

    The fact that there wouldn't be a single troublemaker among them is unlikely.

    When there were less than 10,000, someone like Han Changshik emerged, so how many would come out when there are 100,000?

    I'm not a god, and I cannot prevent accidents caused by unknown people.

    "Somehow the sparks will fly."

    However, despite the accidents caused by them, players' positions must remain stable.

    To ensure that neither I nor the people around me are threatened just because I am a player.

    For that, players with similar mindsets must unite.

    I might not know their faces or personalities yet, but.

    "There's no choice but to gradually filter out the trolls..."

    For now, I decided to give a signal to the leading figures who had started to stand out.

    So, I sent friend requests to several players selected from the mission list first.

    Some had set it up like me to refuse friend requests, so I gave away a few potions as gifts.

    After a temporary setting change and waiting, friend requests came in immediately.

    "Chat is a function only available between friends."

    With friendship established with a few players, eight chat windows were visible in my field of view.

    "Adding those who haven't responded, that makes 18."

    It included the leading players actively engaging in the game, especially those who had long been appearing in the mission completion list.

    "They are the mainstays of parties often seen."

    The party members they moved with slightly changed, but missions were consistently progressing.

    This implied they had at least the necessary leadership to maintain the skill and party long enough to survive.

    Additionally, I considered contact with individuals reporting government news.

    Direct exchange with relevant national governments meant an opportunity to approach the political realm.

    They might already be conducting their own independent actions among themselves.

    Of course, within these 18 people, it will be necessary to filter out those with strange tendencies or dangerous ideologies.

    But there's no way to find out immediately.

    'For now, this is it.'

    Having finished everything possible, a deep, ground-sinking sigh escaped me.

    "Whoo."

    Now it was time to resolve the issue with my siblings.

    'It wasn't even this bad when I got caught stealing from Dad's wallet before.'

    Dealing with various unreal situations in the game seemed easier.

    I planned to start by picking up the kids to have a talk, but beyond that, it felt daunting.

    I still didn't intend to tell the twins about the game.

    Seeing the outgoing call log left on Jonghun's phone, my resolve only strengthened.

    'It's better not to tell.'

    The problem here was how to convince them of the necessity of leaving them alone for more than a few months.

    In the past several years, my life revolved around the twins.

    Thus, leaving them alone was unthinkable.

    If not for this game, it would never have happened.

    'Explaining or persuading is off the table.'

    Without an explanation or persuasion, how could they understand?

    All I could do now was suppress their opposition with the authority of an older brother.
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    First of all, while returning to Seoul, I had already contacted the homeroom teachers of the two kids.

    I asked them to excuse them from the self-study sessions today because of family circumstances.

    I had also texted the kids to head straight out after their classes were over.

    Having somewhat steeled my mind to ignore whatever their objections might be, I let out a deep sigh.

    But time was truly fair, in the sense that it did not slow down for lack of a proper method.

    By the time I heard the unfamiliar sound of the school bell and checked the clock, regular lessons were already over.

    Before getting out of the car, I checked my phone. Fortunately, the traces of divinity that had lingered for more than four hours had significantly softened.

    It now appeared as nothing more than a light brown hue.

    'This should be okay.'

    The twins might sense something odd, but it wouldn't be so alien as to cause concern.

    After getting out of the car, about 15 minutes had passed. Yeonwoo found me from the school gate and sprinted towards me.

    As she rushed into my arms, I couldn't see her expression. All I knew was that she had looked very serious when she was running towards me.

    Jinwoo, who approached with quick steps, didn't look pleased either. I decided to speak before they did.

    "Let's head home first and talk there."

    "... Okay."

    I managed to buy a little more time, but I already knew deep down that putting off the explanation wouldn't change anything.

    As such, I found it especially hard to hold back another sigh.

    * * *

    "So, are you saying we should stay at Uncle Jonghun's place for the time being?"

    In response to Yeonwoo's question, I nodded calmly.

    "Yes."

    The decision had been made that my siblings would stay at Jonghun's house in my absence.

    - If you must go, let's organize things at home. I can't leave the kids alone.

    Leaving the kids alone made me anxious too, and I trusted Jonghun. The move was scheduled for tomorrow. I had only cleared some time today to explain the situation to my siblings.

    'Though it wasn't much of an explanation.'

    Of course, there was no way for them to know that I was involved in something dangerous. I simply told them I had to be away, and left it at that.

    Afterward, I notified them to stay at Jonghun's place. I knew perfectly well how awful this must look to the twins from their perspective.

    Yet, even after giving it much thought, I didn't feel like telling them the truth.

    Once I finished notifying them, Yeonwoo silently bowed her head, her hands fidgeting. It was Jinwoo who broke the prolonged silence.

    "Got it."

    He didn't question why I had to leave or demand to know where I'd been. That was all he said, simply acknowledging my words.

    '... They're not usually like this.'

    When I got involved with Namkyu, they nagged endlessly over my one overnight absence.

    The twins I knew wouldn't let such things slide so easily. Narrowing my eyes as I scrutinized the two, Jinwoo and Yeonwoo exchanged a peculiar look.

    'What was that about?'

    Something was off. Before I could point it out, Jinwoo took the lead.

    "We're not little kids who can't manage without you anymore. Go without worrying."

    Jinwoo wore a face that closely resembled my own from the past. I was the only one left speechless by this unexpected turn of events.

    Arguing further here would make me look like an unreasonable person leaving the kids behind. Either way, my departure had been confirmed.

    Therefore, it was a relief that the kids were letting me go and accepting my decision.

    'So why does it feel so unsettling?'

    I was convinced the twins had discussed something in my absence. Otherwise, this wouldn't be passing over so quietly.

    As I pondered how to uncover their plan, Yeonwoo, who had been silently hanging her head, straightened up and spoke.

    "If Orabang finds it hard to explain, then I won't ask for detailed answers."

    "......"

    "In return, promise you'll come back."

    This wasn't just surprising—it was mildly shocking. What kind of conversation had passed between the two of them?

    'In the past, they would have certainly bawled their eyes out.'

    The kids who were once small enough for me to hold in my arms were now saying such things.

    I looked at the twins with complicated feelings and let out a sigh. Whatever they had discussed, I had no right to pry.

    I couldn't harass them asking why they weren't trying to hold me back.

    Regardless of what they said, I was going to leave. It was time to be grateful that the twins were seeing me off quietly and maintain silence.

    'What a strange feeling.'

    I ruffled Yeonwoo's hair and replied calmly.

    "Alright, I promise."

    "Okay, then that's enough."

    Only after hearing my answer did Yeonwoo sniffle as she hugged me tight.

    "Orabang keeps promises well."

    With that interaction, which didn't even feel like a proper conversation, I wrapped up the situation and began organizing for a move as soon as dawn broke the next day.

    In the evening, Jaehyuk came over to help with the relocation.

    'I should pop by the realtor later.'

    Looking over the list of things to do before leaving, I glanced downward.

    「Progress: 12.71%」

    Before that number reached completion, I had to be prepared for my journey to Bihar.

    * * *

    Li Pei was mopping gazing to the side, as always. But there was nothing there. At least to others.

    Only Li Pei could see the chat window floating in that space.

    - Diamond: Just think of it as screwed if you get caught.

    - Lollipop: What exactly happened?

    There were many people who answered Lollipop's question, who had joined the chat room for the first time today.

    - Worldstar: First, they lure you with money.

    - Diamond: Then they use your family to blackmail you.

    - Balloon: From then on, you're basically a slave. You end up taking on all the illegal work.

    - Balloon: I know a guy who's running drugs because his kid is held hostage. They allow him to talk to the kid once a day; it's heartbreaking.

    - Lollipop: They'd really go after family? In this day and age?

    - Balloon: It seems harder because some are already stuck on the government side. They're in complete loyalty mode, even coercing other players' families themselves.

    - Worldstar: Just glance at the community posts, they're nothing but praises.

    - Lollipop: Is it really happening?

    - Emperor: None of us have experienced it firsthand. If we had, we wouldn't be gathered in this room. But seeing the posts K uploaded, it's worth staying alert.

    - Emperor: K concluded by telling Chinese players not to rely on the government, but to keep an eye on them. It's likely because the information he received was so contradictory that he suggested prioritizing safety.

    - Lollipop: Surely this can't be true... Could it all be just rumors?

    Li Pei frowned at Lollipop's repeated reaction.

    'What's up with that guy?'

    Something felt off. He kept on repeating he couldn't believe it, that it couldn't be true. Surely, he hadn't experienced it himself.

    'Am I just being too sensitive?'

    No, absolutely not. It wouldn't be strange to react excessively given these circumstances. Li Pei bit his lips, furrowing his brows.

    'It's been two weeks already.'

    There was a post titled 'Must-Read for Chinese Players' on the player community. It was an accusation claiming that government officials were hiring players as private soldiers, and then leashing them using their families as hostages.

    To verify facts, Li Pei had sent a friend request to the player with that codename.

    'Deceased.'

    The player who posted the article had died. Similar claims were then reiterated a couple more times.

    After that, posts began appearing, asserting that the accusations were mere rumors. But even those quickly got buried under the increasing number of posts by other players.

    The problem was that Li Pei knew what the truth was between the two. As a cleaner at the People's Hall, there were plenty of chances he overheard things.

    - These can blow up location trackers if orders aren't followed. Here, right at the connection to the spine, pow!

    - No creature, no matter how monstrous, can deal with something stuck to their brain.

    - Exactly. We must keep these bugs, possessing absurd powers, from running amok.

    - Location tracking is essential. Once that's feasible, they can be used even more effectively.

    - Hahaha, we're giving them a chance to devote themselves to the great People's Republic of China?

    The heightened sensitivity of Li Pei's hearing was enough to eavesdrop on distant conversations.

    It was a whispered conversation between high-ranking officials visiting the assembly hall.

    She vividly remembered the expressions of those exchanging these words.

    - Rabbit Foot: If it's just a rumor, go ahead and try reaching the government.

    In the end, his inability to dismiss it as just a passing matter made him particularly sensitive to it.

    - Rabbit Foot: Let's all be cautious of this guy. Seems like a slave trying to fish us out.

    - Lollipop: What? I'm not! Don't twist it like that!

    - Worldstar: How about expelling him from the room?

    - Balloon: Agreed, boot him out, and let's monitor him on the community. If he's indeed one of those slaves, he'll soon act up.

    Due to heightened safety concerns, everyone remaining in the group chat agreed to expel Lollipop.

    Soon after, lollipop disappeared from the chat room. However, the anxiety lingered, growing stronger.

    - Balloon: If he's truly a slave, our codenames are likely compromised.

    - Emperor: Let's reject all friend requests and minimize community activity for a while. It's time to stay low.

    - Rabbit Foot: Listen to the Emperor. The bureaucrats are caught up in a race now.

    Who acquires more players. Who possesses stronger players. To the elite of China, players were merely useful game pieces, disposable private soldiers.

    Hence, they scramble to find and claim as many players as possible.

    'There's no recourse if the government frames you as a criminal.'

    A man in his late thirties was recently arrested for attempting to assassinate a member of the Communist Party's Political Bureau.

    Just how many are aware that he was a player who declined recruitment offers from officials?

    That his elderly parents and two young sons went missing overnight?

    If Li Pei hadn't been working here overhearing snippets from higher-ups, he wouldn't have known either.

    'The news reported him as an orphan, so who knows who he really is.'

    Getting caught means you can't escape. Hence, more than anyone, one must hide skillfully.

    Li Pei was somewhat fortunate in having nothing to protect. But those who weren't would all inevitably bend to the power.

    Even if players possessed powers beyond human limits, as long as they had things built up from their human lives, complete freedom would remain elusive.

    A sliver of hope existed, though. Players had a place to escape to.

    'Bihar.'

    According to K's post, a formal gate would soon open. Entry to a world inhabited by other sentient beings was about to become possible.

    'I don't have children, never even had parents to begin with.'

    Once he herself escaped, he could find safety from the clutches of power. Until then, he just needed to quietly endure without causing any issues.

    While checking the progress meter, which had already exceeded 90%, Li Pei made up his mind.

    'Just a few more days.'

    Resolving so while quietly pushing the mop in the shadowy corner—

    An icy sensation traced his nape. Li Pei was an experienced player, having cleared Level 2 once before servers connected.

    Thus, he could make optimal choices to protect himself. His body moved instinctively even before the thought fully registered.

    Damned System
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    As Li Pei swung the mop in his hand, a loud crack resonated.

    The wooden handle snapped, scattering splinters, and the mop flew far away.

    Immediately, Li Pei stood frozen in place.

    What had stopped the mop wielded by him with a single arm was a woman of dazzling appearance.

    The problem was greater than merely having attacked someone based on a moment's judgment.

    The badge on her collar...

    "Communist Youth League!"

    This was a youth organization run by the Chinese Communist Party.

    "There's no event today, though?"

    Why was someone wearing that badge here on a day when there was no event in the People's Congress Hall?

    It meant the other party was genuinely loyal to the government.

    How did they find him? He hadn't done anything noticeable enough to escape notice.

    Feeling wronged, he desperately turned to drastic measures.

    Li Pei immediately drew up mana.

    Even if it meant killing this woman, he intended to escape.

    Anyway, the server would soon disconnect.

    He planned to hide away for a few days in a secluded mountain, buying bread to eat during that time.

    Getting caught here was worse than running away like that.

    Just as Li Pei, shrouded in a red haze, was about to attack her, "See, I knew I hadn't seen wrong that time!"

    "I thought it was strange that you kept looking into the air."

    "How many times have you played?"

    "Is three times really the limit for the tutorial?"

    "Can I use the community once it's over?"

    "Surely, it's not just hunting animals endlessly, right?"

    A barrage of questions suddenly thrown at him broke his concentration and scattered his mana.

    Before he could even comprehend what she had said, a strange face drew so close that it touched his nose.

    "You too have been chosen like me, haven't you?"

    In the woman's overly sparkling eyes, he caught a glimpse of madness.

    * * *

    With the holidays and the weekend, Jaehyuk decided to take a break from studying for the first time in a while.

    Even though his mind was cluttered, sleeping in until late in the morning made his body feel comfortable.

    "I'll take it easy this week, just skimming a book."

    But as he came out yawning heavily into the living room, he was startled and froze.

    Seated on the sofa, dressed entirely in black, from cargo pants to a tight-fitting short-sleeve workout top, was Hyunwoo.

    The real cause of the complexity in his mind at present.

    "You're awake?"

    Jaehyuk swallowed dryly and tried to act as unaffected as possible as he responded.

    "Did you take steroids or something?"

    Though his voice trembled slightly, Hyunwoo responded lightly, seemingly unaffected.

    "Do you think such a body is possible with drugs alone?"

    No words came out to affirm that.

    "Damn, those external obliques are no joke...."

    Beneath the tight top, the finely sculpted muscles were vividly outlined.

    Hyunwoo's body didn't merely appear fit—it was imposing enough to feel threatening.

    "I'd likely break if I got hit once."

    It was impossible to achieve such a body with just drugs.

    Jaehyuk glanced over Hyunwoo with an unfamiliar feeling.

    In the meantime, Hyunwoo rose from his seat and approached.

    "Enjoying the break, aren't you?"

    In a tone no different than usual, Jaehyuk's expression stiffened slightly.

    He was displeased. But he couldn't understand why.

    Why? Why should he be displeased with Hyunwoo's usual demeanor?

    Instead of responding to Hyunwoo, Jaehyuk frowned and headed toward the kitchen.

    Upon turning around after drinking some water, he found Hyunwoo silently observing him.

    "What, what."

    Though he hadn't intended to sound confrontational, a disgruntled tone escaped him inadvertently.

    Then he briefly regretted it.

    "I won't be back for a while."

    Hearing the following words, he thought he might as well have gotten angry.

    Just days after disappearing for nearly ten days without contact, he was already leaving again.

    He then began to understand why Hyunwoo's normal behavior seemed so displeasing.

    Despite being involved in unordinary matters, Hyunwoo was acting as if nothing had happened, like everything was as usual—a meaning that Jaehyuk's instincts picked up on.

    "It means he's still not going to explain anything."

    Yet probing for details was useless. His stubbornness was tougher than any iron rod.

    If pressured, he would only dig in deeper to conceal.

    'That guy really does have a dictator's streak.'

    There was no intention to explain things nor to accept any counterarguments, just to comply and hold one's tongue.

    Hyunwoo consistently maintained that attitude from beginning to now.

    Even when he came covered in blood a short while ago, when he was found suddenly drenched in blood, and right now as well.

    "Seems like Dad knows something, though."

    However, his dad, too, remained tight-lipped enough to not provide any explanations.

    It was truly strange.

    Though he'd always kept secrets from Jonghun, he'd always been open with him.

    Yet the Hyunwoo of late acted in reverse.

    "It might take a bit longer this time."

    Again, rather than an explanation, it was a notice.

    An unwavering attitude, a firm tone suggesting no room for other opinions.

    Jaehyuk sighed deeply.

    "... It'll take long?"

    Jaehyuk wasn't refraining from asking questions because he wasn't curious about what happened to Hyunwoo.

    It's just knowing that in such times, questioning was futile, that's why he was holding back.

    "I'm not sure, but if things go smoothly depending on the situation."

    "How long?"

    "At least two to three months."

    If that's the minimum, how long is he considering for the maximum?

    As soon as he found it curious, Hyunwoo added,

    "I'll make sure to return once every six months, at a minimum. I discussed it with the uncle."

    The fact that he was left out of this discussion birthed a sense of isolation.

    Jaehyuk frowned, scrutinizing Hyunwoo.

    Even in the middle of a conversation, Hyunwoo was gazing into the air.

    Ever since he was discovered covered in blood out of the blue, he often had conversations while staring into space.

    That wasn't a habit the old Hyunwoo had.

    His changes weren't limited to things like that.

    Yet Jaehyuk felt stifled by the inability to inquire into why.

    "... Okay."

    "I'm sorry to dump it on you, but look after the kids, okay?"

    "The kids aren't baggage, what do you mean, dump on me? They're my siblings too."

    Right after Hyunwoo's parents passed away, they lived together for about four months.

    Even without that, he'd watched the twins since they were born.

    Just as Hyunwoo was a friend akin to a brother, the twins were akin to his siblings.

    Jaehyuk genuinely thought that way, thus was a bit hurt by Hyunwoo's apologetic demeanor towards him.

    But he couldn't confront it.

    "... Thank you."

    That reply from Hyunwoo came with a face so unfamiliar it made him momentarily speechless.

    "Just what was that?"

    A bizarre expression, both seemingly relieved and apologetic.

    He felt very disturbed. Before he could delve into it any further, Hyunwoo, with a face as normal as ever, reached out.

    "And this."

    What flew towards Jaehyuk across the air was a small bottle barely the size of a finger.

    It was a bottle you might commonly see in the market, with a string tied around the neck to wear like a necklace.

    Inside, there was an unknown red liquid.

    "I handed it out to the uncle and the twins in the morning."

    "... What's this?"

    "You probably won't believe it even if I explain. Just carry it around normally, and if you get seriously injured, drink it."

    "Ha?"

    As soon as he finished speaking, Hyunwoo turned around and headed towards the entrance.

    "Thought I should at least say goodbye to you. I'm off."

    "Hey, hey, Kang Hyunwoo!"

    Jaehyuk frowned and followed him.

    But at the entrance, Hyunwoo, already lacing up his black boots, spoke a little coolly.

    "I know you're frustrated, but let's just let this slide as is."

    "..."

    "The best outcome is ending this without anyone knowing what happened to me."

    Jaehyuk's expression twisted even further.

    "I'm going."

    Jaehyuk, without giving his reply, stared long at the vacant place Hyunwoo left behind.

    * * *

    Last night at dawn, the progress was fully accumulated.

    「The patch is complete. Server connecting.」

    「Order management program executing.」

    「Player synchronization program (interpretation and translation) executing.」

    「Player assistance program (inventory and store) updating.」

    「Player exchange program (community and party) updating.」

    「Hole management program (allocation and closure) updating.」

    「Item management program updating.」

    「Mission list updating.」

    ......

    An overwhelming number of messages popped up, enough to make one uneasy without resolving them.

    And from the end of it, a window had blocked my view since last dawn until now.

    「Would you like to set an entrance? (Y/N) (To change the entrance, an achievement is required. Choose wisely.)」

    The location I chose was obvious.

    A place where, regardless of what happens over there, I could take immediate action upon crossing back to Earth.

    The safest place among my current choices, Jonghun's laboratory.

    "Where's Jaehyuk?"

    Upon arriving after saying goodbye to the late-rising Jaehyuk, Jonghun inquired.

    Turning off the alarm I had set last night, I replied,

    "He didn't say much, but he seemed a bit angry."

    "... All three of them must be frustrated. It might be better if you just told them."

    "No, I want to finish this while they don't know."

    Telling them wouldn't change anything. It would only add to the worry.

    'Telling my uncle was more than enough.'

    In truth, I had no initial intention of telling him either.

    The decision to change plans and involve Jonghun was already uncomfortable enough, so why would I drag in the twins and Jaehyuk too?

    It's better to leave them in the dark, feeling only frustrated.

    At least they wouldn't be left imagining whether I had been torn apart or devoured by monsters.

    I heard Jonghun's sigh and then began my final check before heading to Bihar.

    I didn't wear any gear or weapons.

    Already, some players had gone over to Bihar, and real-time reviews were coming in.

    There was no need to unnecessarily expose my equipment from the gate, drawing attention.

    I reviewed my belongings, skills, titles, and the updated interface, then looked at Jonghun and said,

    "If I don't return by half a year, please handle the asset arrangements."

    Just in case, I had drafted a will through a lawyer known to Jonghun.

    The will stated that all assets, including the cash in my personal account, the funds I managed, and the deposit that would soon come in, were to be equally distributed to the twins.

    "Make sure to lock the doors so that no one else can come in."

    Implicitly, he told me never to intend not to return and to be sure to come back someday.

    Receiving his subtle farewell, I pressed the Yes button, saying,

    "Then, I'm off."

    At the moment the system window vanished, it couldn't be helped that the thought of not wanting to go emerged.

    Being human, leaving those things behind felt burdensome.

    I worried about what sort of grueling hardship awaited beyond.

    Yet, I wasn't hesitant.

    'It's the right thing.'

    If there's something you want to protect, you have to step forward yourself.

    The life after losing my parents taught me that lesson.

    Salvation was not something so kind that merely waiting for it would bring it to you.

    To protect my people and my world amid the war ongoing beyond, I had to step up actively.

    And perhaps, if I kept moving like this, salvation, which stays put more heavily than a rock, might just—

    'Maybe it'd take an interest in my life and pay a visit.'

    「Entrance created successfully.」

    While I steadied my resolve, a portal emanating bright light emerged before me.

    "Let's go."

    I whispered softly, murmuring into the bright light as I stepped through.

    And then, with the stark white background, a system window appeared.

    「Welcome to Bihar!」
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    「The affiliation is being activated.」

    The moment I stepped into a pure white space, a message appeared along with something above my head.

    It was a white 3D image that resembled a small globe.

    'I wondered why there was an affiliation.'

    It turned out it was information needed on the Bihar server, not about Earth.

    I looked up at the top with narrowed eyes.

    According to the reviews posted in the community, the symbol couldn't be hidden nor discarded.

    Due to this, I had a feeling that there must be a particular reason why the system fixed that symbol in place.

    If it can't be hidden, perhaps it signifies that it's both a badge and a brand marking an Outsider.

    'Maybe it's to prevent any trouble caused by hiding one's identity.'

    Of course, it's just my speculation. For now, there's no way to confirm it.

    'Does it not disappear even in Invisibility mode?'

    Then there'd be no point in buying the skill.

    'Let's check it later.'

    I took my gaze off the symbol and looked around the white-dominated place.

    It reminded me of the tutorial space.

    The kind of space that would linger vividly in my memory even days, weeks, months, or years ahead.

    'Why must it be the same white?'

    A little more color wouldn't hurt, so why the obsession with white?

    I frowned and checked the newly opened system window.

    「Main Scenario: Would you like to read the Opening Tale? (Y/N)」

    The system window, sticking out against the white background, was excessively conspicuous.

    It was as if they painted the surroundings white to highlight the system window.

    "Tsk."

    I clicked 'yes,' clicking my tongue shortly.

    Then, the same phenomenon as last time occurred.

    My vision turned pitch black, and a scene began to unfold.

    However, the content was slightly different. Scenes designed to stimulate the player's greed, as I requested, had been inset.

    'A bit better.'

    After finishing the scenario reading, I nodded lightly.

    Especially the ending deserved quite a decent score.

    The video ended with a scene where, as the player opened a massive door in front of them, a burst of golden light poured in.

    It was a directing choice that aroused curiosity and anticipation about what lay beyond.

    It shifted from simply urging players into battle to nudging their adventurous spirit and greed.

    'If it's this good, some folks might actively participate.'

    After viewing the revised main scenario, a basic explanation time for players began.

    A book large enough to match my torso appeared.

    'Play Guide.'

    Starting from the first page, it mentioned the origins of the seven gods and an introduction to each order.

    The next section contained information on the buffs provided by each order.

    'The buffs vary by order.'

    Temoria provides defensive skills free of charge, while Agnotia offers equipment based on a player's rank, with a variety of buffs available.

    And Palao?

    '10% increase in attack power.'

    A slightly ambiguous expression compared to other buffs.

    For now, the exact application of it wasn't entirely clear.

    But the idea of increased attack power wasn't bad.

    Given the shortage of firepower at the start, physical strength must suffice.

    A buff tempting enough for common damage dealers.

    'Thanks to the content I posted in my guide, once they verify what the attack power means, many players may flock to Palao...'

    Considering that Palao was said to have been extinguished, this was reassuring enough.

    Gathering them up initially using an attack power buff would temporarily ease pressing concerns.

    Once a faction is chosen, it's not easily changed.

    'Switching factions requires achievements worth a whopping thousand.'

    Achievements, which seemed pointless before, were gradually making their appearance.

    'Changing gate entrances and switching orders.'

    After organizing the uses for achievements revealed so far, I reviewed the buffs associated with the orders anew.

    The support from the orders increases as the player's level rises.

    'The stages are up to five...'

    A formal player rank indicator appeared in my status window, and I'm currently in the bronze rank.

    'Advancing to silver requires... 100,000 Mana.'

    To break it down, the players' levels are categorized based on Mana thresholds.

    And enlisted players receive differentiated authority depending on their level.

    But even that requires the preliminary work of gathering the fragments of authority through missions related to the order, and the actual power seems to be in a downgraded form.

    In essence, players who reach higher levels receive better treatment.

    Additionally, a feature allowing the opening of status windows has been introduced.

    One can choose to hide information they don't want to reveal.

    This means players can now prove their stats to others.

    'This doesn't differ much from the feedback in the community.'

    Indicating that most of the information is what players will naturally come to know.

    'The one who posted this likely didn't gain much Reputation.'

    From my experience, this is clear. Information that becomes known over time tends to earn scant recognition.

    'Though it's better than doing nothing.'

    A dust-even accumulation feels worthwhile when it piles up.

    The system-granted Reputation is a measure distinguishing the weight of the information.

    The one who posted the feedback likely didn't realize that, hence listing everything so meticulously.

    The implication of this trend was clear.

    'Everyone is actively moving to accumulate Reputation.'

    There's even someone who copied and pasted my guidebook and posted it anew, so that says it all.

    I'd be lying if I didn't admit feeling frustrated seeing it, but what could I do?

    Spending time tracking down someone whose whereabouts are unknown would only be a waste.

    All I could do was memorize the codename and plan to repay the favor later.

    I checked the list of codenames listed in a private document posted only for personal viewing, then reviewed the remaining content in the play guide.

    A series of information necessary for Bihar appeared one by one, followed by the final page.

    There emerged a half-darkened map with a blackened left section.

    'This all represents the corrupted zones.'

    Lands no longer habitable, seized by monsters.

    'It seems like about 70 or 80 percent...'

    A significant portion of the map was blackened, the so-called corrupted zones being that vast.

    The faint echo of Rashar's voice explaining that many nations had fallen resounded in my mind before subsiding.

    Considering the tasks ahead made me swallow a naturally induced sigh.

    But wallowing in a sense of deprivation changes nothing if we sit idle.

    I looked away from the corrupted zones to check the remaining colored part on the eastern edge.

    In it were unfamiliar characters alongside three shimmering circles.

    These are the foremost cities closest to the monster-dominated corrupted zones.

    North's Viceta, central's Loborre, and south's Habon.

    「Please select a base.」

    This map was straightforward in displaying the intentions for the player.

    Don't idle in safe zones but go hunting in perilous places.

    Though selecting one doesn't limit movement between bases.

    Even if starting in Habon, I could head to central Loborre to hunt anytime.

    It's merely about selecting the main stage for activity.

    Clicking on a base provides a simple explanation to assist in the choice.

    Information such as the geographic features, dominant orders, culture, cuisine, and climate appears.

    Regardless of the information, my selection was predetermined.

    I firmly pressed one of the three dots.

    「Would you like to be transferred to Habon? (Y/N)」

    Yes.

    "Welcome to Habon!"

    MISSION

    「Main Scenario Act 1, chapter 1: Qualification Proof」

    We cannot accept those lacking even the minimum qualifications into the orders. Accumulate 10,000 Mana to prove your qualification.

    「Completion Reward」

    •MISSION Main Scenario Act 1, chapter 2: Initiation Test

    「Congratulations! You have successfully completed MISSION – Main Scenario Chapter 1, act 1: Qualification Proof!」

    MISSION

    「Main Scenario Act 1, chapter 2: Initiation Test」

    You have proven your qualification. Visit the temple of the desired order and undertake the initiation test.

    「Completion Reward」

    •Mark of the Order

    •Support from the Order: All tangible and intangible means of support the order can provide, such as equipment, settlement funds.

    The fact that a mission appeared the moment one entered the chosen base was already noted in subsequent reviews.

    'Accumulate 10,000 Mana.'

    Would this count as the least qualification?

    'It implies they won't support even those who cannot gather 10,000 Mana before perishing.'

    While I arrived comfortably by bus, gathering 10,000 Mana isn't easy.

    At least three Level 3 missions need to be completed, at a bare minimum.

    That too is based on solo play estimations.

    If in a party play, the burden multiplies by the number of people.

    Moreover, the speed varies based on the presence or absence of an inherent Purification Trait.

    The Gammas will likely need to earn double compared to me.

    'Though, that's not my concern.'

    You can only choose your faction after completing Act 1 Chapter 1 mission, but since I've already surpassed 10,000 Mana, the mission was cleared immediately upon appearing.

    Now, I just need to go to the temple and choose the order to affiliate with.

    'All temples, except for the headquarters, should house all seven orders.'

    According to conversations with Greg while hunting monsters, it's the essential condition for temple construction.

    Believers should be able to visit any god wherever they need help.

    'Even a follower of the God of Humility may wish to pray to the Goddess of Charity occasionally.'

    For this reason, every city is obligated to have a temple, and smaller villages are encouraged to at least have prayer rooms.

    Habon is considerably a large fort; it has a properly built temple aside from small-scale prayer rooms in the headquarters.

    Clarifying additional available information, this temple serves as a kind of disarmament zone.

    'In other words, a safe zone.'

    In the temple, it was impossible to engage in physical contact with others.

    Isn't the reason obvious?

    'Only 3 gates connect to Earth.'

    Unless using the Hole, there's a 1/3 chance of pinpointing a player's location.

    What would have happened without this setup in such a situation?

    'PK might have become rampant at the gate's front, too.'

    As proof, eyes focused on me immediately when I crossed the gate.

    Players who chose Habon as their base were scattered around the gate.

    People hovered, wondering if there was any information to be mined.

    Others gathered, organizing teams for party plays.

    Some stiffened nervously, keenly aware of the surrounding gazes.

    All of them fixed a watchful gaze upon me as I newly entered.

    'No one wishes to be stabbed the moment they cross the gate.'

    Given that you become surrounded by an unspecified majority instantly upon entering Bihar, a disarmament feature is indeed mandatory.

    The system designated safe zones out of concern for this aspect.

    I tried deploying Mana Detection for confirmation but it was futile.

    'I can't use the skill at all.'

    I abandoned Mana Detection and inspected the surroundings with the naked eye.

    Due to the damned game's tendency not to provide even basic geography, everything had to be discerned independently.

    'Indeed, there's nothing impressive about it.'

    It made no sense; how they wouldn't provide a map after dropping you in an unfamiliar place.

    Despite grumbling silently, I continued scrutinizing my surroundings.

    'Start with the World Tree Statue.'

    A symbol signifying harmony among the seven gods and their respective orders.

    Above the World Tree Statue floated a massive white orb about 2 meters in diameter.

    'That's the gate.'

    This damn system seems to have an obsession with the color white.

    I clicked my tongue briefly before turning around.

    Opposite the World Tree Statue was a grandiose arch.

    A flimsy, almost useless low fence was set up alongside it, beyond which a significant throng of people could be seen.

    'Bihar's residents...'

    Briefly, I observed the people grouped in unfamiliar outfits.

    Gazing beyond the World Tree again, I scrutinized the surroundings.

    The seven paths extended from the statue, each marked with different insignias, surrounded by lush greenery.

    Among them, I found the desired insignia and proceeded forward.

    'Here it is.'

    Among the seven divided paths stood an illustration of a faceless woman.

    Her outstretched wings seemed to encase and protect something in the emblem she bore.

    'Palao.'

    Staring down at the somewhat familiar yet still strange symbol, I stepped onto the brick-paved path.

    I felt eyes sticking onto my back like glue.

    But instead of looking back, I silently moved forward.

    Eventually, a large structure in a 'ㄷ' shape unfolded before me, its scale was quite substantial.

    Momentarily speechless at the sight that filled my view, I just stood there.

    In front of the building stood a statue identical to Palao's emblem.

    Pausing before it, while looking up at the faceless woman's statue, a peculiar feeling arose.

    Damned System.

  
    Chapter 70

    Chapter 70. Reunion and Meeting (2)

    "Is it alive...?"

    I knew that was impossible.

    Nevertheless, the wings sprouting from the woman's back appeared so vivid, it was hard to take my eyes off them.

    Unconsciously, I found myself thinking that I wanted to gaze upon this statue a little longer, even if just for a moment more.

    Of course, that didn't mean I actually did it. I couldn't waste time on unnecessary matters.

    Taking my eyes off the statue, I made an effort to move my reluctant legs.

    I noticed a few players were exploring the area.

    Before their attention could focus on me, I quickly entered the building.

    However, I had to stop before leaving the entrance.

    I saw someone crouched down, dressed in white from head to toe.

    "So, it was this person making rustling noises from outside."

    The person inside the building had their back to me and was cleaning the statue in front of them.

    "Excuse me."

    "Hm?"

    At my call, the person turned around.

    "Ah!"

    The person who abruptly stood up was young enough to be called a boy.

    The boy clasped his hands together, his blue eyes sparkling as he exclaimed, "Welcome, brother!"

    With just those words, I could guess the boy's identity.

    "Are you a priest?"

    "Oh!"

    At my question, the boy hurriedly bowed his waist.

    "I serve Palao, and my name is Rivan."

    "I am K."

    "Would you like a tour of the temple? Others have also taken a look around before leaving!"

    Instead of answering right away, I glanced around the spacious interior of the building.

    "It's quite big."

    It was significantly larger than the prayer room I had seen at the Resistance headquarters.

    Yet, the only visible person was the young priest who introduced himself as Rivan.

    Even though his voice was quite loud, no one else came out.

    "Isn't the number of resident staff a bit too few?"

    Considering Habon had become one of the main player zones, more visitors would come.

    "Is the situation so bad they can't assign more personnel here?"

    For a moment, I doubted if choosing Palao was the right decision. But only for a brief second.

    'Even so, I'm not restricted by any powers.'

    Thanks to my Title, I could use all 7 authorities.

    In that case, focusing on growth in a place without a complicated power structure trying to exploit me was the best option.

    Plus, I was somewhat acquainted with the high-ranking members of Palao's order.

    "And Palao's buff seems beneficial for my dealer position."

    Upon reconsideration, Palao, who lacked complicated politics, seemed the best choice.

    I spoke nonchalantly, taking in the sight of the quiet temple.

    "Not a tour."

    "Pardon?"

    "I'm here not for a tour but to join."

    Blink, blink.

    "Uh..."

    Rivan, who had been blinking silently, began to look flustered.

    "I want to take the admission test, is that a problem?"

    With the silence stretching too long, I added as if to urge him.

    "Uh, uh... I don't know much about that... Just a moment!"

    Instead of giving me a proper answer, Rivan turned around and hurriedly ran off.

    Left in the entrance alone, I let out a wry smile, shaking my head.

    The server connection had been completed.

    That implied that preparations to welcome players had been made.

    But the response I received didn't inspire confidence.

    "They set it up for us to join, but surely they haven't prepared nothing, right?"

    In disbelief, I tapped my foot and crossed my arms.

    How long had it been like that? Soon, bustling footsteps began to echo.

    Turning my head, I saw an old man in loose white clothes running alongside Rivan.

    "A cloak? A cape?"

    I wasn't exactly sure what to call his attire.

    However, it differed from what Rivan wore, with dense gold embroidery all over.

    Even the edges of his eyes were mysteriously tinged with gold.

    "A mark of divinity."

    It was obvious that his rank was higher than Rivan's.

    Gold held significant meaning in this world.

    "Bro-brother, welcome..."

    The old man who finally reached me was too breathless to speak.

    I was on edge, worried he might keel over backward.

    "You should catch your breath first."

    "Yes, yes."

    At my hesitant remark, the old man bent over and started to regain his breath.

    After a short period of rest, he finally said, "Welcome, I am Hemar Rodiel, a servant of Palao. My apologies for the wait."

    "I am K."

    "You mentioned you're here to join?"

    Upon my nod, he immediately responded.

    "Please follow me this way."

    He certainly seemed more knowledgeable than Rivan.

    As I followed him, Rivan remained at the entrance, bowing and calling out, "Good luck!"

    His resonant voice briefly filled the place but soon left it silent.

    All that echoed thereafter were the footsteps of just the two of us.

    Perhaps finding the silence uncomfortable, Hemar initiated the conversation.

    "You might find this offensive, but I must confirm. Are you sure you sought the order of Palao? If you've mistakenly come, we can guide you to your desired order's temple."

    The way he spoke seemed to imply he found it hard to believe I wanted to join Palao's order.

    It seemed like he too sensed it. That players knew of Palao's disappearance.

    Judging by Rivan's earlier words, it wasn't the first time a player visited.

    It appeared they had figured out the situation from overhearing players' discussions.

    "I'm here for the Order of Charity, that of Palao."

    "I see."

    "Have the players been openly discussing it?"

    Hemar, sounding both awkward and uncomfortable, coughed lightly before calmly replying.

    "It was not something I intended to hear."

    "Since they spoke out loud in the open, it'd be weirder to fault you for hearing it, wouldn't it?"

    "I'm glad you see it that way."

    With an awkward smile, he subtly turned around and continued to inquire.

    "If K is aware of our situation, might I ask again why you chose here...?"

    While I felt I didn't need to lie, stating it as is made me hesitate.

    'Choosing because no god plans to exploit me and the order's influence seems manageable.'

    It felt too dismissive.

    Even if I wasn't the most polite, I wasn't one to be intentionally rude.

    "Nowhere else felt trustworthy."

    "Pardon?"

    That wasn't a lie. I just shifted the phrasing slightly.

    "In all fairness, it feels safer here than in other orders, right?"

    To avoid giving any further detailed explanations, I feigned ignoring Hemar's inquiry and redirected the conversation.

    "Are there really only two of you in this large building?"

    "There are service workers helping with facility management who might be tidying the west wing right now."

    That's not what I meant.

    "What about other priests?"

    "There were two more, but they went to the order's headquarters for training and haven't returned yet."

    The mention of training piqued my interest.

    "It seems the leadership is indeed conducting some activities regarding players."

    After probing for more details, the reply was that even Hemar didn't know the specifics of the training.

    As it felt awkward to push further, I fell silent.

    Once again, silence stretched on. The building was unexpectedly larger than anticipated.

    It went on and on. This time, exhausted by the unending silence, I spoke first.

    "It's quite spacious."

    I thought it prudent to make some effort to extract information while letting some time pass.

    "Both the east and west wings you see now were initially closed off. The exam venue being decided here prompted us to open it up quickly."

    "Even with the facility management personnel you mentioned, managing must be tough for just four of you."

    "I've been told that more personnel will come with the return after the training concludes."

    It seemed that they were indeed receiving manpower supplementation. I was secretly relieved when Hemar added an explanation.

    "It has been sufficient with just us up until now; however, as more will be needed in the future."

    It meant they're hurrying to supplement personnel because they anticipate an increase in player visits.

    Yet, things seem less smooth than expected.

    "Is it challenging to draw personnel from other places?"

    Despite the server connection starting and almost a week passing, there were still just two of them here.

    "Is the order's standing threatened to such an extent?"

    To the point it's difficult to assign personnel from inside?

    At my inquiry, Hemar twitched his shoulders as he walked ahead.

    This time, the answer took quite a while to come.

    "... I suppose it's difficult to say it's favorable."

    Originally, Palao, along with the benevolent god Karlos, was one of the most sought gods by followers.

    Now, however, her temples sometimes stood completely empty without a visitor.

    There's no miracle to be had devoting oneself to a order without a god.

    "Some lower-ranked priests are even at the point of leaving their posts to earn money."

    It was thanks to those still deeply devout believers who regularly donated that the remaining temples in major cities were maintained.

    "It's also why the east and west wings were kept closed."

    By minimizing maintenance costs for one place, they could continue operating as many temples as possible.

    That way, if a follower seeking the Goddess of Charity ever arose, they could welcome them.

    Though it was a bit raw in explanation, I wasn't particularly affected.

    "It was somewhat expected."

    I didn't choose the order of Palao for its power.

    I chose the place that wouldn't interfere with my growth or my life.

    So, irrespective of the order's predicament, it didn't hold much weight.

    However, recalling the gods who shamelessly claimed to protect believers left me slightly uneasy.

    Followers abandoning the moment the god vanished.

    'Considering they turned away the moment their protective god disappeared, it's fair to view their faith as not genuine devotion but as an investment for future miracles.'

    Can one frame it differently?

    Perhaps this arose because they could directly witness divine interventions.

    I calmly acknowledged the undercurrents of this world and recognized the current state of the order of Palao.

    I turned my eyes anew to Hemar's back.

    'He's quite honest, isn't he?'

    Even if I declared my intention to join Palao.

    What if he changed his mind after hearing all that?

    'Or is he hoping I would change my mind?'

    It was slightly frustrating not knowing Hemar's real intentions.

    But it wasn't the greatest timing to extend the conversation further.

    As we rounded yet another entirely white corridor, a massive door twice the size of a regular door appeared.

    Guiding me to its front, Hemar stepped aside, speaking.

    "You may enter here."

    I placed my hand on the door, intending to open it.

    「MISSION - Main Scenario Chapter 1 Act 2: Admission Test Detected.」

    「Entry conditions satisfied.」

    「Entering the Palao Test Chamber.」

    Without needing to exert force, the massive door slid open.

    "May the outcome you desire be yours."

    Leaving Hemar's voice behind me, I stepped inside.

    Despite the door's size, the interior space wasn't that large.

    It contained nothing beyond a small goddess statue, seemingly a reduced version of the one in front of the building.

    The place seemed so empty it felt desolate, yet oddly radiant.

    Even though the ceiling and walls were entirely closed off, and there wasn't even a window, it was blindingly bright.

    As I squinted my eyes, the door firmly shut.

    Then, a system window and a piece of wood, black as charcoal, appeared.

    「Order of Palao Admission Test」

    Cut the black wood.

    Time Limit: 00:10:00

    It was a straightforward mission that required no further understanding.

    The timer immediately began, and I too drew my blade.

    I struck the piece of wood lying on the floor with all my might.

    "Hya!"

    Shortly after, I let out an incredulous laugh.
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    *Kang-!*

    A log as large as a human head bounced off the spear blade with an unbelievable sound.

    "Right, it's a prestigious entrance exam after all."

    If it was a test that anyone could pass, it wouldn't deserve the name of an exam.

    But even so...

    "Is there really such hard wood?"

    Out of curiosity, I picked it up from the floor to examine it, and indeed, it was wood. It had tree rings and bark. However, its hardness was beyond what could typically be considered wood.

    I stared at the log with curious eyes before grabbing my spear again. This time, a red haze began to emanate from the spear blade.

    The result?

    "Huh."

    Unfortunately, it wasn't a clean cut; the log remained intact with just the spear blade embedded within it. I stepped on the log and pulled out the spear.

    Due to the condition requiring a complete cut, the mission-clear message didn't appear with a mere halfway cut.

    "Hoo."

    Therefore, I infused even more mana into the spear than before. The mana, which waved like a mist, condensed into something resembling a thick fog.

    While the server connection was ongoing, my proficiency in Mana Manipulation had surpassed 70, and I managed to successfully employ this technique for the first time back then.

    I called it "Condense".

    It enhances the cutting power and destructive force even more than the mist form. However, the reinforced power consumes an absurd amount of mana—four to five times more than maintaining the mist form.

    "Thanks to that, my proficiency in Mana Manipulation has increased significantly."

    Despite only training 'Condense' for a mere two days, the proficiency rose by over 15%. Consequently, the proficiency level of Mana Manipulation surpassed 85%.

    I observed the red mist surrounding the spear blade, then adjusted my posture. Subsequently, I swung the spear precisely towards the black log.

    There was a considerable resistance.

    It was similar to cutting through a steel dagger.

    "No matter how much thicker it is..."

    That blackwood substance was as hard as steel.

    If I had to compare, it was like the difference between cutting a carrot and cutting a cabbage.

    Applying just a bit more force, the log split in two.

    As I stared at the blackwood, which defied my common sense, messages popped up sequentially.

    「You have passed the entrance exam of the Order of Palao.」

    「You have joined the Order of Palao.」

    「You absorb a fragment of Palao's divinity. Your attack power increases by 10%.」

    「You can access the Order's Homepage. Access authorization codename K.」

    「A mark of the order does not exist.」

    「Please obtain the mark of the order.」

    「You are the first player to join one of the Seven Great Orders! Reputation increases by 70.」

    「You are the first player to join the Order of Palao! Reputation increases by 10.」

    "Divinity fragment?"

    I wondered how it would grant a buff, and by reading the messages, it seemed like divinity was involved.

    In a previous conversation, it became clear that this game was owned by the system of Earth.

    So probably, the divinity given by the Seven Great Gods to the system was utilized in the game.

    "Then it also explains the two authorities granted to me previously."

    Of course, given the term 'fragment', it's slightly different from complete divinity.

    Still, it appeared the Seven Great Gods were making substantial sacrifices, using us as meat shields.

    Even if divided into fragments, it wouldn't have been easy for them to share divinity with everyone.

    Just the confirmed number of players was over 100,000, and it was expected to increase even further.

    The divinity given by the Seven Great Gods to the system must not have been too minor.

    After roughly assessing the situation, I opened the status window. The primary question was what "attack power" meant, which I needed to clarify.

    Finding the answer didn't take long. As soon as I opened the status window and looked at the numbers, I was able to determine the meaning of the attack power buff.

    "505...?"

    My attribute mana had increased by 10% of the 455.

    "This is insane."

    When thinking about it, no effect better matched the term "attack power increase".

    Mana is a measure of strength.

    Especially attribute mana, which holds the unrealistic power to interfere with and resist nature.

    However, unlike general mana, acquiring it was limited, causing a constant sense of scarcity.

    For it to increase by 10% was an enormous effect.

    "Moreover, I am still at Beginner level."

    With a 10% increase at Bronze rank, if I was to be promoted to Eunpae, the increase could be even greater.

    The more mana, the higher the rank, the more powerful it would become.

    Additionally, attribute mana isn't used in the shop. It is an ever-growing force with no setbacks, only steady growth.

    "Hoo."

    Confirming the support effect from the order made me feel at ease.

    It assured me that the benefits from Palao were indeed superior to things like Permanent Skills or growth-type equipment.

    Now it was time to review other contents.

    The first thing I did was check above my head.

    "Why isn't it showing?"

    Ascending the rank came with expectations of a new symbol appearing, but there was none.

    I opened the status window to check if anything else displayed, but Palao affiliation wasn't mentioned; Earth was the only affiliation shown.

    "Shouldn't the Palao affiliation appear?"

    Is there something more to do? In that case, I should go out and confirm it.

    Before that, I gazed around to see if there was anything else to note, and to my left in the view was a new icon among the lined-up icons.

    It bore the emblem of the Order of Palao, surely representing the Order's Homepage.

    Clicking it, a window popped open with various information such as the organization chart, exclusive communities, order missions, and more.

    "Hm?"

    However, before I could delve into that information, I squinted and stared at the homepage.

    There was something strange at the top of the initial screen of the order homepage.

    「1/5,000」

    What could this unsettling number represent?

    * * *

    "Ugh."

    After K entered the Prayer Room, Hemar groaned and patted his back.

    He then realized he was still holding onto the cloth in his hand.

    He now understood the reason why K had such a complex expression the first time he saw him.

    But what could he do?

    "The spiders keep spinning webs endlessly, no matter how much we clean."

    He had no choice but to help by rolling up his sleeves.

    To reopen the closed eastern and western halls, cleaning had started, but manpower was lacking.

    Thus, Rivan, Hemar, and the temple workers joined in the cleaning efforts.

    While deeply engaged in cleaning, such an occurrence happened.

    "Already an Outsider has arrived."

    In the past, the oracle left by Meferoseta's apostle had meant reinforcements from another world.

    News of this quickly spread across the continent.

    In reality, receiving more accurate inside information from each god, the leadership of the orders hurriedly prepared to welcome the Outsiders.

    Even the Order of Palao, which had lost the god they served, was no exception.

    Although no god was there to narrate the news, a sphere named "Order Homepage" appeared on the altar in the headquarters.

    It stated that apostles and priests must learn the usage of something bizarre called a homepage.

    Accordingly, individuals associated with Habon, Loborre, and Viceta Temples were summoned.

    Upon hearing the details, Hemar made a brief decision.

    "I'll stay and fill the gap; Revan alone cannot hold the fort even if no visitors come."

    Revan was an apprentice priest not yet formally ordained.

    He couldn't even touch the authority through a ceremony, so leaving him alone and vacating the post was out of the question.

    Thus, Hemar volunteered to stay while his disciples were sent.

    "The affairs to come are yours to handle, not mine. Moreover, learning something new at my age takes a long time."

    He was now old. Overseeing practical matters, not to mention playing an elder role in offering advice, was too much.

    Blessed with the grace of divinity, he maintained health longer than ordinary people, but he would be 100 next year.

    His eyesight was failing, and in the mornings, even getting up from bed wasn't easy.

    It was an age where he should consider retiring.

    Eventually, Hemar's training was postponed until his disciples returned to Habon.

    That was why both Hemar and Revan had been guarding the Habon Temple alone.

    Given his firm stance, the order headquarters selected someone to take charge of the Habon Temple in Hemar's stead.

    "While Viceta and Loborre have a person in charge, Habon seems to be a problem."

    "It seems the age of Priest Hemar plays a role..."

    "How about appointing Rashar as a successor? She is stationed at Habon due to the Resistance."

    "Surely having an apostle would facilitate dealing with potential conflicts with Outsiders."

    "It seems the dissolution of the Resistance will soon occur; if we coordinate well..."

    Rashar, one of the five remaining apostles of Palao.

    "What do you think of it, Rashar?" asked the Supreme Priest.

    Rashar nodded without hesitation.

    "I will inform the division commander and sort things out with the Resistance as soon as possible."

    A person in charge was decided, but it was only a minor hurdle crossed.

    Selecting the practical workers to function under that authority took far longer than choosing a person in charge.

    It required extracting extra manpower from temples scattered across regions.

    Already, everyone was suffering from a lack of manpower; taking more people from them took quite a while.

    In the meantime, Hemar received only very basic operational instructions to fill the vacancy.

    "The test site has been designated as two Prayer Rooms named Ansik and Pyonghwa. Should an Outsider wish to join, kindly guide them there."

    Receiving news through telegrams, days passed while awaiting.

    People from another world arrived eventually.

    From the morning, a large sphere formed over the World Tree statue, and unfamiliar individuals started appearing.

    Hemar wasn't greatly disturbed.

    According to the information received, there was no immediate reason for Outsiders to seek out and get involved with the order.

    However, as if rebuking this complacency...

    "Priest Hemar, Priest Hemar!"

    Rushing out with a shrill voice, Rivan brought shocking news.

    "An Outsider came wanting to join!"

    "Is it possible for Outsiders to serve Palao as we do?"

    Hemar, in the midst of polishing the statue, rushed out in shock.

    He prided himself on having lived a long life, but never had he been so flustered.

    He could barely recall how he had dashed over.

    "Wasn't it said that no Outsiders would arrive so soon...?"

    The Outsider, who introduced himself as K, wanted to join from the first day.

    After guiding K to the designated prayer room, Hemar anxiously paced back and forth by the door.

    His mind was filled with noise.

    Could he allow this Outsider to join the greatly diminished Order of Palao?

    "Should I stop them..."

    The headquarters directed that Outsiders be supported so they wouldn't perish aimlessly.

    But given the current state of the Order of Palao, what could they actually provide in terms of support?

    "We can't provide potions or weapons."

    This person could receive better treatment if they went to another order.

    "If nobody comes, it would be embarrassing, but..."

    Such feelings were familiar enough already.

    "Let's send him to a order where he can receive even slightly better care."

    Reaching a conclusion to stop K, Hemar was about to knock.

    At that moment, he sensed the divinity of Palao, whom he had served his entire life.

    Faint but unmistakably the divinity that once blessed him.

    Hemar froze, awkwardly raising his hand.

    Just then, the prayer room door smoothly opened.

    Coming out from within was K, whose eyes had a faint golden hue around the edges.

    "Is there a limit to how many players can enter the organization?"

    He began asking questions immediately upon stepping out.

    "... Excuse me?"

    Momentarily flustered, Hemar didn't quite grasp his question.

    Thankfully, K didn't point out Hemar's rudeness and repeated his question.

    "Is there a limit to the number of Outsiders who can join the order?"

    Unfortunately, Hemar didn't have an answer to this crucial question.

    "I'm... I haven't received my education from the headquarters yet. I've only received a few directives."

    "Really? Then I'll have to ask someone else."

    Someone else? Who could this Outsider ask about matters of the Order of Palao?

    "Is Rashar Bennett present in the temple?"

    "Oh, no. But how do you know of Rashar..."

    "We have a connection. If she's not here, I guess there's no choice."

    An Outsider was saying they had connections with Rashar? Hearing this, a story flashed through Hemar's mind.
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    "The Outsider mentioned in the prophecy..."

    The news that Rashar had brought the Outsider from the prophecy had also reached Hemar.

    Just as he was about to ask about it properly, K spoke up first.

    "By the way, here."

    As K lowered his gaze, a black object tucked under his arm came into view.

    "Is that Blackwood...?"

    "I brought it along since it didn't disappear even after the test ended. Can I keep it?"

    The fact that he was asking for permission implied it was not K's own item.

    "But that is not something from the order either, is it?"

    So, where did K get that from?

    He had emerged from the prayer room where there was nothing but a statue of a goddess.

    Could the Blackwood have just dropped out there? No way.

    "Is it an expensive item?"

    "It is indeed rare..."

    In the current state of the Palao Order, it was a high-end item that was hard to even see.

    If they sold this thing the size of a human head, it could cover a month's upkeep for the Habon Temple.

    With a confused expression, Hemar confirmed it up close to ensure his eyes weren't deceiving him. It was indeed Blackwood.

    Hemar, who had been gazing at the split Blackwood fragment in a bewildered state, looked up.

    The prayer room from which K had come was already closed again.

    Recalling the familiar divinity felt there, Hemar calmly nodded his head.

    "If Palao has arranged it, it rightly belongs in K's hands."

    "You said it was valuable."

    "Consider it a congratulatory and welcoming gift."

    What had occurred in the prayer room, he did not know.

    However, even without being told, there were things that could be understood.

    And if that were to be processed, it could produce a couple of useful weapons.

    When the crucial moment approached, those weapons might protect the life of someone heading to the battlefield.

    Since they were now able to support the Outsider as instructed by the Main Headquarters, it was better not to be greedy and let it go.

    "A congratulatory gift? How did you know about the results... Oh, is there an alert on the order's homepage?"

    "I'm not sure about what alert you mean, but you seemed quite at ease on your way out, so I guessed."

    "Hmm... Well, since you're giving it to me, I'll use it gratefully."

    K scratched the back of his head and as he waved his hand, the Blackwood vanished.

    "Was he a mage?"

    Judging by his solid physique, Hemar thought he might be a knight.

    As Hemar unconsciously scrutinized K, he soon shook his head.

    "He could have magic tools."

    To observe him thoroughly like this would be quite impolite.

    Moreover, no matter what his identity, the fact remained he would be someone who would stand along the name of Palao in the future.

    "And furthermore..."

    K expressed with a troubled and complex expression, seemingly conflicted.

    "Speaking just personally, have you no intention of revising the content of the test?"

    "What?"

    "There are a lot of weird ones in our world. If you call them lunatics, or maybe mentally challenged, you'd understand."

    K tapped his own head a few times with his fingers as his voice hardened.

    "Knowing that attack power is attribute mana could make it quite popular. What do you think about filtering them more strictly?"

    "Hmm..."

    Hemar did not fully grasp the meaning or the motive of what K said.

    But he at least understood it was some form of a warning and advice.

    "I will definitely report it to the priests upon their arrival."

    Thus, instead of dismissing K's words lightly, he chose to take them to heart.

    "By the way, am I actually admitted? The symbol doesn't appear."

    "...?"

    "Oh, right. Where do you receive the order's mark? Do I need to receive that before the symbol comes up?"

    But his subsequent words made Hemar too embarrassed to lift his head.

    "I truly apologize. We should have gotten ready and received you correctly."

    The Outsiders had been informed of Palao's disappearance.

    He had personally admitted to the fragile position of the order.

    "And even so, you chose our order, which seemed like no one would come to."

    Hemar, who served Palao, couldn't even give K a proper answer to his questions.

    "Then, when does someone who has completed the education arrive?"

    "They are expected to arrive today or tomorrow."

    "Then, a day or two... I'll drop by in a few days."

    "I really am sorry."

    "Don't worry about it."

    K responded with an indifferent attitude as if it really wasn't a big deal.

    Then, he nodded to indicate he was leaving.

    Afterward, he turned away without a trace of reluctance.

    Hemar watched as K, with his long legs, strode back the way he had come.

    "Wouldn't you at least like a cup of tea before you go?"

    "I plan to make a quick round."

    "Round, as in..."

    "The other orders. A kind of exploration... it's something like that."

    K's legs were so long that it was tough to keep up with him, even though Hemar tried.

    Just as he was about to quicken his pace, K's steps slowed down.

    Thanks to that, he could catch his breath and leisurely make his way to the entrance.

    "Where's the nearest order? Humility? Kindness?"

    "If you intend to check them all out, it'll be quicker to start with Senoa Order in the east."

    After that, passing by the World Tree statue to head to the Finelpenia Temple would be the fastest way to visit the temples.

    "If Senoa is to the east..."

    K nodded as if he confirmed something in his mind.

    "It seems they are arranged in sequence here too."

    "Sorry?"

    "Oh, it's nothing. Well then, I'll be off."

    With those words, K gracefully turned to leave.

    Hemar watched his back recede and let out a sigh, murmuring softly.

    "What an intriguing person..."

    He truly was. His demeanor seemed flippant yet respectful, and somewhat in a hurry.

    Yet, Hemar couldn't shake off the feeling of politeness he exuded.

    If he thought about it quietly, he might have figured out why, but it was strangely difficult to pinpoint it in words.

    Hemar stood there, immersed in his thoughts, unable to break away from the strange feelings as he watched the direction K disappeared to.

    Suddenly, a loud noise startled him.

    "Ahhhh! My legs!"

    "Out of the way, out of the way!"

    "Ah, the portal is quite different from teleportation magic..."

    Turning around, Hemar found himself momentarily at a loss for words.

    A cluster of about a dozen priests was huddled together, moving frantically.

    Among them were certainly the apprentices who had left for the headquarters.

    "What in the world...?"

    Magic couldn't be used in the temple anymore.

    When a large orb appeared atop the World Tree statue, the mages associated with the Resistance had visited to confirm.

    So, how did those supposed to be in the headquarters appear not just outside, but inside the temple?

    Stunned by the unexpected turnaround, Hemar was left speechless.

    Soon enough, Rashar suddenly dropped out of thin air.

    "Agh! Who is this?! Don't press on me!"

    "R-Rashar, I'm dying!"

    Landing not on the ground, but on top of the priests, she darted her eyes around fiercely and shouted.

    "K!"

    Hemar retreated a step in surprise, just as Rashar found him.

    "Priest Hemar!"

    Jumping down from the priests, she rushed to him in an instant.

    With a terrifying aura, she demanded fiercely.

    "Where is K?!"

    "He...he has already left."

    Feeling overwhelmed by Rashar's intensity, Hemar managed to blurt out a response.

    But before he could finish speaking, Rashar dashed out of the temple at lightning speed.

    "No, not that side..."

    He hastily opened his mouth again, but unfortunately, Rashar was already gone.

    It was towards the main gate where the World Tree statue was, not towards the Senoa Temple.

    "If she goes that way, she'll miss him..."

    Should he try running with his old body?

    Or would it be better to send a young fellow to pass on the news?

    "Well, they seemed to have already established a connection."

    Since K seemed intent on finding Rashar, they would surely meet again even if left as is.

    Once he calmed his thoughts, a presence was felt behind him.

    "Priest Hemar."

    Someone had approached stealthily.

    In his 30s, perhaps? The man with a single lens over one eye and his long hair loosely tied was none other than Jordan Rodiel.

    Hemar's nephew and a talented individual who assisted the Supreme High Priest at the order's headquarters.

    "Priest Jordan, long time no see. How fares the Supreme High Priest?"

    "Though he chants about dying soon, he's perfectly fine. Have you been well?"

    "An old man's life is always the same. I'm no different from those folks."

    While the two exchanged greetings, the priests who had been stacked like sandwiches were also getting up one by one.

    Unlike Rashar who had left hastily, the remaining priests were gradually regaining their composure.

    "I didn't expect you to come in person. Why did you leave the Supreme High Priest's side?"

    "It signifies just how seriously the order is taking this matter."

    Jordan, who answered neatly, looked over his shoulder and spoke.

    "Let's first get East and West Halls ready. The Outsiders have already arrived, so hurry up."

    "Yes, Priest Jordan."

    Urged by him, the priests accompanying him hastily moved their feet.

    Hemar, too, couldn't escape the urgency emanating from Jordan.

    "Priest Hemar, you too must hurry. There's a lot you need to learn."

    "I can pack my things quickly enough. But... how do we deal with the mages?"

    The headquarters of all the orders, including Palao's, had moved residence to the Imperial Capital of Atar.

    That place was currently the safest.

    The issue was, to walk from Habon to Atar's Capital would take at least two weeks.

    Normally, using a space-time mage's assistance for teleportation could get a person there in a day.

    Yet, there was no sign of any mage who would guide him.

    'Rashar usually moves with Ahel Balletia when going out.'

    Thanks to the priests scattering to find their tasks, only Hemar and Jordan remained at the temple entrance.

    And Ahel was nowhere to be seen.

    Did he leave with Rashar earlier, perhaps? Hemar searched his memory, but no, he hadn't seen Ahel at the temple.

    Jordan's unexpected reply to his query broke his train of thought.

    "Oh, no additional magic is necessary."

    "Hm?"

    "The portal configuration, it creates connections between temples, you see. Now we can reach any temple with a Palao portal in one go."

    Configuration? Hemar didn't understand Jordan's words and tilted his head in confusion.

    But instead of explaining in detail, Jordan pushed Hemar's back and said.

    "You'll know when you go."

    "Whoa, whoa," exclaimed Hemar as Jordan gently nudged him to move.

    As he stepped forward, Hemar blinked at what he saw.

    "Today, let's just connect to the homepage and register as members."

    Looking closely, he noticed the mark of Palao engraved where the priests had appeared earlier.

    These halls never had such symbols before.

    "Shall we?"

    Standing beside Hemar, Jordan blinked and a white aura enveloped the two of them.

    Next moment, when Hemar opened his eyes.

    "Priest Hemar, did you meet the Outsider?!"

    The Supreme High Priest, Yuria, who should have been at the order's headquarters, approached with a flushed face.

    Damned System
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    As I journeyed towards Senoa's temple, I calmly organized my thoughts.

    It seemed the Palao order had limited the number of incoming players.

    And what could that mean?

    'Quality over quantity.'

    Palao had opted for a small elite group.

    Enhancing a person's mana by a certain percentage was not in the same realm as simply gifting a few thousand mana through a skill or an item.

    'It'd be difficult to give such buffs to everyone without limit.'

    Thus, limiting the number and focusing on nurturing elite troops made sense.

    At least some materialization would be needed to cut down the threat of the black wood in Dongpyeong.

    'Frankly, it's not easy.'

    It's not to brag, but based on unofficial statistical inferences.

    There was a time when a poll was conducted in the community during server maintenance.

    A post had emerged with the title, aiming to see the average level of the players.

    'About 4,000 people participated.'

    More than half of the players who could use the community participated.

    With such a ratio, it wasn't unreasonable to assume there was some basic reliability.

    However, among those 4,000, fewer than 400 claimed they could materialize.

    'You can see it just by comparing Ethan and Yang Hyewon.'

    Ethan's proficiency in mana manipulation remained around 30%.

    Moving onto the condensation stage required significant mental strength, unlike me, already surpassing the mist stage.

    Yang Hyewon also grasped it within a day or two and used it in practice almost immediately, reaching a proficiency of 20% already.

    Considering a gap of three months between the two, it was an incredulous speed.

    It's evident, thus, that it's not a simple task.

    'Handling mana depends more on talent than effort.'

    Staying materialized enough to cut down objects in Dongpyeong, in section 10,000, requires talent.

    In conclusion, Palao's side declared they'd only nurture those with talent.

    Of course, this was entirely my conjecture.

    The Palao order might have limited entrants for different reasons.

    I confirmed with Hemar, but I didn't receive a satisfactory answer.

    But there was no need for disappointment. I knew someone who could provide a definite answer.

    'Let's meet Rashar.'

    An official Palao's apostle, reportedly within the top ten rankings within the order.

    She would know much more than the uneducated Hemar.

    'Before that, I should visit other order temples.'

    The first place I arrived at was the Temple of Humility.

    Like the Palao temple, some casually visited, not attracting particular attention.

    I quietly toured each order's temple.

    Then, I realized something.

    'Why aren't they leaving?'

    Players stood still in front of the gate and the image of the World Tree.

    Those who were around when I entered Bihar were still in the same spot.

    I wondered if they couldn't leave, so I approached the arch.

    Beyond the soldiers backing the World's Tree image, a sizable crowd gathered.

    Based on their appearance, they weren't from Earth, but residents of Bihar.

    I surveyed their faces and stepped outside the arch.

    'I can come out, though.'

    The crowd was larger than it seemed from inside.

    People outside looked at me with curious, wary eyes.

    Instinctively, I frowned, feeling like an animal in a zoo.

    'Are they afraid to come out because of this?'

    Perhaps, they feared stepping out of the safe zone.

    After briefly glancing at the players inside the temple, I surveyed the surrounding residents of Bihar, then stepped forward to speak.

    "Excuse me."

    I intended to ask for directions to the Resistance headquarters.

    Yet, my mere opening of mouth caused the crowd to recoil backward.

    Moses' miracle seemed evident as the crowd parted towards me.

    "......."

    Am I a disease? For them to avoid me?

    As I expelled a bewildered chuckle, I noticed a presence behind me.

    Amid the retreating crowd, there was a tiny child who approached and reached near my thigh.

    The child's attire—short shorts and a loose t-shirt—looked vaguely human-like.

    But the swinging tail behind and the pointy triangular ears atop their head distinguished them from humans.

    Their hair with striped patterns was also vibrantly multicolored.

    It was clear the child was a demi-human and began to circle around me stealthily.

    'They resemble a cat.'

    Their behavior reminded me of a cat.

    With orange and black-striped ears, head, and tail, they also resembled a tiger.

    The demi-human child, with gray-mixed blue eyes, curiously observed me.

    I lowered myself, activating Mana Detection I couldn't employ in the temple.

    "Huh......."

    I released a sigh of disbelief because I couldn't accurately read the young one's mana.

    While faint mana registered, pinpointing its size was impossible.

    'I maxed out the proficiency to 100 while on Earth, bringing it to Level 2.......'

    Yet, even then, it was unreadable?

    A technique that had managed to read people like Rashar?

    'Does this kid have more mana than Rashar?'

    If so, that meant this seemingly small child watching me was stronger than Rashar.

    'There might be another reason.'

    Contrary to my inability to speak from a loss of words, the child continued circling me.

    At times, they even came closer to poke me with their finger.

    'Fearless?'

    Could their inherent high mana grant them such fearlessness? This kid didn't shy away, even from someone they didn't know.

    With a mental sigh, I finally asked.

    "Hey, little one. Do you know where the Resistance headquarters is?"

    The child, sniffing in my scent with a twitching pink nose, nodded promptly.

    "Yes."

    I wasn't surprised the conversation flowed because I had let go of many common-sense aspects.

    With a deep breath, I looked around, but no guardians were present.

    Every capable adult maintained their distance, treating me like a contagion.

    Result? The only one to ask was this little one.

    'Just the direction.'

    It's better to get guided as a novice, but taking a little child was unthinkable.

    Getting prosecuted for kidnapping could entirely derail my plans.

    'I must avoid being the first Outsider to be arrested.'

    It was crucial to remain cautious as the kid was clearly not human.

    'Better safe than sorry.'

    So, I merely intended to ask for directions.

    "Which way?"

    The child, who had tilted their head curiously, suddenly spoke up.

    "Follow me!"

    "No, just the direction...... Hey!"

    Before I could stop them, the little one started running with surprising speed for a child's stride.

    Without deliberation, I quickly pursued them.

    The speed was nearly unbelievable for a child.

    Within moments, they had already distanced themselves.

    Additionally, they hopped onto the rooftops of the buildings.

    After about 10 minutes of inconceivable running?

    The child pointed to a spot.

    "There, there!"

    The place was familiar. The building I had visited with Rashar to meet Greg.

    Even after reaching the destination, I looked at the child with perplexed eyes.

    With the tip of its tail curved like a question mark, the child looked at me with a wide smile.

    Due to the unexpected company and the spectacle I had just witnessed, I had many things to say.

    "...... Thanks. Now go back."

    However, I opted to send them back without engaging in a lengthy conversation.

    "No!"

    The issue was that this child showed no intention of listening to me.

    After enduring an utterly pointless argument, the wasted time became frustrating.

    Ultimately, I decided to resolve my initial purpose for coming here.

    I approached the only available main gate through which entry to the headquarters could be made.

    'The kid won't follow inside.'

    They would naturally return to where they came from.

    As I drew closer to the gate, two men guarding it eyed me conspicuously.

    Behind me, the demi-human child peeped out from behind my leg, having tagged along.

    Noticing the little one following, I mentally sighed and addressed the guards.

    "Excuse me."

    But no sooner had I begun speaking than the metal gate swung open.

    "To meet Rashar Bennett, she resides here......."

    Mentioning my purpose, I abruptly left the sentence unfinished.

    Even before I could finish my sentence, a carriage exiting the gate made a sudden halt.

    "K?"

    Soon after, a familiar face popped out through the roughly opened door of the carriage.

    'Hesserma Rivel.'

    Of all people to run into, why him?

    If I was to meet someone, it would have been better if it was Raul or Rodwell.

    'That guy seemed like he wanted attention.'

    Having spent only a few days with him, I already perceived Hesserma's inclination towards vanity and display.

    His fondness for hem-and-haw, his penchant for boasting about the favors he offered.

    It wasn't a certainty, but enough to spark suspicion.

    'It's not a type I would find pleasant.'

    Not being someone I would joyously greet, I offered a casual nod and a greeting.

    Unlike me, however, Hesserma was all smiles.

    "So, you came!"

    "It's been a while."

    "Have you been well?"

    "Yes, I've managed."

    "What brings you to the headquarters...... Ah, are you here to see the Division Commander?"

    "No, I came to see Rashar Bennett."

    "Sir Bennett? She is on leave and is currently away......."

    "Leave?"

    "Indeed, due to order matters. The Division Commander is busy because of that as well."

    I had come to the resistance side as he wasn't at the temple, but it seemed this was yet another wasted effort.

    'Should I go back to the temple?'

    If I head back and wait, eventually, I'd come across her.

    'Though it would indeed waste much time.'

    If not returning to the temple, at least exploring Forthabone can help familiarize myself with the terrain.

    While mulling over my choices, Hesserma spoke again.

    "Considering our acquaintance, how about joining me for a meal at my manor?"

    I needed to consciously maintain composure to avoid frowning at the suggestion.

    'Manor.......'

    That single word reminded me of Rashar's story before meeting Greg.

    - Rivel? Hesserma Rivel?

    - Yes, sir Greg Tembon's sister married into the Rivel Viscount family.

    Hesserma was the Division Commander's nephew. But going to dine at his mansion?

    'It's likely to entwine with Temoria.'

    Alma mater, connection, and kinship.

    These three usual sets are universal connecting points, applicable almost anywhere.

    It wouldn't be much different even in a new world.

    "Thank you for the invitation, but I must postpone it. I need to meet Rashar Bennett first."

    Fortunately, Hesserma didn't press further once I declined.

    "Then let me escort you to Lady Bennett's estate."

    Instead, he offered to take me to Rashar.

    'Her place as well?'

    It was almost a choice similar to returning to the temple.

    Waiting there would eventually create an opportunity to meet.

    Once her business was concluded, she'd certainly return home.

    'However, it might be better to avoid entangling with him and just head back to the temple.'

    Deciding on that, I was about to speak when a light weight climbed up from my leg to my waist, then to my side, before making its way to my shoulder.

    "I know that place too!"
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    The little one who had been hiding behind my leg suddenly climbed up my body and onto my shoulder.

    I almost swatted the kid away in surprise, but managed to calm my startled heart.

    "I'll tell you where the blue one lives!"

    In the meantime, the kid stubbornly insisted on their claim.

    'Blue one...'

    It must be referring to Rashar's hair color, right? I had no idea what kind of relationship she and this kid had.

    'Let's use this as an excuse to back out.'

    Thanks to this unexpected connection, I could avoid getting entangled with Hesserma.

    "Hah!"

    "Hmm?"

    But Hesserma's reaction was rather strange.

    After seeing the kid who had climbed up my body, he swallowed nervously.

    Moreover, he mumbled something meaningful.

    "Of all times..."

    "What's the matter?"

    But he didn't respond to my question. He simply stared at the kid perched on my shoulder with a stiff expression.

    It didn't seem important enough to pry, and I used the opportunity to slip away.

    "I appreciate the offer, but I think I can go on my own."

    I declined his proposal.

    "Oh, wait, just a moment. If you're going, I can offer both of you a more comfortable ride in my carriage—"

    Hesserma persistently tried to persuade me, but suddenly flinched back in surprise.

    The kid, now comfortable on my shoulder, had bared their fangs and hissed at him.

    The suddenness of it shocked me as much as it did Hesserma.

    But I couldn't remain frozen forever, as the kid started whining incessantly.

    "I know the way, I'll show it to him! You stay out of it!"

    Soft fur touched my neck—it was the kid's tail.

    Feeling trapped and uncomfortable, I unwrapped the tail from my neck and spoke.

    "So they say. Anyway, it was nice meeting you again. Until next time..."

    "That way, that way, hurry up!"

    "Hey, hey! Don't pull my hair!"

    Although it wasn't quite intentional, I managed to awkwardly finish my farewell with Hesserma due to the kid's mischievous antics and was able to turn away.

    * * *

    Honestly, until I had my back to Hesserma and was walking away, I didn't expect this situation would unfold.

    "Miss Berta, it's been a while."

    "Yup!"

    But regardless of the fact, the little one didn't seem inclined to come down from my shoulder, responding brightly.

    It was an elderly gentleman who greeted the kid.

    "I am Chandler, serving Miss Rashar."

    White hair neatly combed and wearing half-moon spectacles, the man remained calm.

    Even when he looked at me, hair disheveled from carrying the kid on my shoulder, he showed no sign of disturbance.

    "And, you say you came to see Miss Rashar."

    Meanwhile, exhausted from wrestling with the kid on the way here, I sighed near a lamentable breath as I replied.

    "... Yes."

    I had originally approached the kid to ask for directions to the resistance headquarters.

    However, I ended up accompanying them all the way to the headquarters and now found myself at Rashar's mansion.

    Initially, I tried to send the kid back. I didn't want to be mistaken for a kidnapper.

    But the kid resisted getting off, and I soon gave up after a few scrimmages.

    The kid was too quick, escaping my grasp every time.

    Along the way, I gained scratches from her claws.

    'They're not exactly human-like, are they?'

    I had guessed as much, ever since they matched my running speed, but...

    The kid's strength and reflexes were far beyond human standards.

    Engaging in another scuffle would just add more scratches to my face.

    'It's not like I brought her here. She followed me.'

    I swore to argue vehemently if the kid's guardian ever accused me.

    To do so, I couldn't let the kid get even a single hair damaged.

    Ultimately, I decided to let the kid remain—as opposed to forcibly dragging her off.

    Once I relented, the kid wrapped her legs around my neck.

    And that's how I unwillingly, and with the kid's whim, arrived at Rashar's mansion with her still in tow.

    Part self-choice, part sway of circumstances, I arrived with the kid at Rashar's place, reflecting on what the elderly man said.

    'A young lady, huh...'

    He didn't just call Rashar a young lady, but this kid too, didn't they?

    "Hehe, I brought him here!"

    I wondered about the identity of this kid, clinging with all fours and pulling on my hair as if demanding attention.

    What kind of kid gets to roam freely in this vast mansion, making the guards open the gate without even checking my identity?

    How does Chandler, who serves Rashar, know this kid?

    "May I ask your name?"

    "... It's K."

    "Ah."

    Upon my weary response, the gentleman's eyes widened slightly.

    That reaction meant something, surely.

    "Do you know of me?"

    "I've only heard some light tales."

    Though he mentioned Rashar's house, it seemed like she had spoken of me to him.

    Thanks to the kid, I appeared to have found the place successfully.

    "Unfortunately, the young lady is currently at the headquarters..."

    The issue was that Rashar wasn't there either.

    "If there are no urgent tasks, may I suggest waiting? I'll send a telegraph to notify her."

    Fortunately, there was a way to contact her.

    'I should be grateful for that.'

    At least this wasn't a wild goose chase, and I needn't wander around looking for Rashar. Waiting wasn't a problem.

    I also had a mind to take a break while waiting for her.

    Traveling here with the kid had worn me out.

    "Well, I appreciate that."

    Chandler, bowing his head graciously, turned slightly and spoke.

    "I've kept you standing too long. First, let's move upstairs; I'll guide you to the drawing room."

    We had just begun climbing the stairs at the center of the hall, when suddenly, I felt the kid standing up on my shoulder.

    "I smell chocolate!"

    Before I could react, the kid catapulted off, lightning-fast.

    The momentum from her leap left me staggering for balance momentarily.

    But despite it all, I wasn't displeased.

    'Finally!'

    I was free at last; I touched my head gingerly.

    The scalp felt tender from being yanked too hard for too long.

    Seeing the strands of hair floating down as I rubbed my head left me with mixed feelings.

    'If this had continued, I would've certainly gone bald.'

    Exhaling a withheld sigh, Chandler's soft voice reached me.

    "It seems chocolate is being made in the dining room. It's Miss Berta's favorite treat."

    My expression turned peculiar.

    The existence of chocolate in this world wasn't particularly hard to accept.

    Where people lived, indulgences naturally followed.

    But it was surprising that this kid could eat chocolate.

    'I thought they resembled beasts more.'

    Generally, caffeine is toxic to dogs or cats, right?

    Chocolate certainly contains caffeine.

    That's why I had assumed a feline-like kid shouldn't consume it, but apparently, that wasn't the case.

    "It may be cautious of me to mention this to someone who's had a trying time, but please don't regard Miss Berta too harshly."

    Unsure how Chandler interpreted my gaze towards the kid's direction, he faced me halfway and calmly continued.

    "Perhaps Miss Berta just likes you, mr. K."

    "I'm not petty enough to make a big deal over a few scratches from a kid."

    True, I had no intention to rage over some scratches.

    It was simply the kid's behavior today that weighed on my mind.

    "Even so, she should learn about the dangers of the world. Following strangers like today could lead to trouble."

    It was fortunate that, in the end, I arrived at a house of someone I knew.

    What would've happened if I had harbored ill intentions and kidnapped the kid who so readily followed a stranger?

    Feeling that Chandler, seemingly familiar with the kid, would understand, I made my point, but...

    "Due to their innate nature, beastfolk children are often left freely unattended, driven by curiosity with little fear."

    Surprisingly, I managed to glean some insight into the kid I had only vaguely speculated about.

    "Beastfolk are born with bodies dramatically mightier than humans, so it's only natural."

    Immediately after, Chandler gestured to continue moving up the stairs, as if resuming the tour.

    The broad staircase connecting the hall's ground floor to the second level branched into two midway.

    Chandler turned toward the eastward passage.

    Mulling over what I had heard, I followed him.

    'Beastfolk, huh.'

    It didn't sound like the documents or hunters I knew of.

    'If it is, indeed, referring to beasts, then it makes sense.'

    Recalling the kid's exterior, that appeared most plausible.

    Taking advantage of the ongoing conversation, I decided to inquire further.

    "What exactly is that kid's identity?"

    Is it merely because she's a beastfolk that she wanders about the mansion freely being called a young lady? Or is there more to the story?

    Curious and wary, I asked, soon receiving an answer.

    "She is the youngest daughter of the current king of the beastfolk, lord Horfe."

    The word out of Chandler's mouth was quite grand, leaving me momentarily speechless.

    'A king's youngest daughter.'

    The journey that led me here, from meeting the kid to arriving, flashed through my mind.

    To humans, she would be akin to royalty, yet she roamed alone and even followed a stranger without hesitation?

    "Is it alright for someone like her to wander alone? What if something happens..."

    "They'll have to be prepared for the death of an entire family."

    Chandler chuckled quietly, replying lightly.

    His ongoing story was slightly shocking.

    "There are illegal traffickers of Demi-humans, alive and well. Somewhere in secrecy, certainly."

    But trafficking beastfolk is incredibly rare.

    From the moment their identity is exposed, their family would be brutally murdered and displayed.

    Not only the perpetrator but their direct kin, extended family, and even a neighbor caught in friendly terms could become targets for revenge.

    Usually, if evidence of human trafficking is conclusive, both national leaders and military commanders overlook the ensuing massacre.

    In exchange for dispatching the beastfolk to the frontline, particularly fiercely contested areas.

    "Uh."

    Honestly, it was somewhat startling.

    This story served as a reminder that this world was a monarchy with a caste-based system.

    'If such vengeful massacres happened on Earth, countless human rights organizations would protest in droves.'

    But this wasn't Earth, and therein lay possibilities unique to this world.

    I had to accept that.

    While I sunk into deep contemplation, Chandler's storytelling continued.

    "Staying true to their instincts, beastfolk more frequently allow their children to wander freely."

    Especially notable in the case of predatory beastfolk.

    "They believe restricting potential mishaps stifles their feral nature."

    In a way, similar to lion folklore, pushing their cubs off a cliff for strength.

    "Moreover, their bodily prowess soars beyond human capacity, rendering them nearly invulnerable to ordinary incidents."

    Even at just four years old, that kid possesses the jaw strength capable of crushing an adult's skull.

    With that chilling revelation, cold sweat beaded on my back.

    Damn system...

  
    Chapter 75

    Chapter 75. Reunion and Meeting (7)

    With that immense strength, she pulled my hair, and I was thankful that my worries ended at just hair loss. Should I at least give a thankful nod?

    "Of course, it's meant on the surface."

    It wasn't challenging to grasp the meaning behind the following words.

    There probably were people trailing the little one in unseen places.

    'A kind of bodyguard, I see.'

    Nothing was detected from Mana Detection, yet there was an eerie chill under the skin.

    If I had done anything harmful to her, I might have become the first Outsider to be executed in Bihar by now.

    "Haha..."

    As I stifled a hollow laugh, Chandler smoothly provided answers, prompting an inquiry that had just popped into my mind.

    "It's a random question, but is there some bad blood between you and Temoria or Rivel?"

    Hesserma's reaction at the Resistance base was quite odd.

    With a sense of curiosity, I asked just in case.

    "Um?"

    A glimpse of surprise flitted across Chandler's face as he glanced back.

    His expression seemed to be questioning how I knew that.

    "An incident last year involved the eldest son of Marquis Philome, who was six years old, fatally assaulting a child of plants and beasts."

    The wife of Marquis Philome is the eldest daughter of Greg Tembon.

    The eldest son who killed the child of beast is therefore Greg Tembon's grandson.

    "I heard that Lord Horfe personally punished the son by tearing his limbs apart."

    Marquis Philome's family held a considerable influence within Ferrell, and since Temoria's apostle is his grandfather, the matter stopped right there.

    In other words, it meant the beast side couldn't get enough revenge.

    'Ultimately, the beast side that didn't end the grudge and the marquis who lost his son, both had lingering resentment.'

    It made sense that Hesserma would feel troubled.

    Thanks to the story I just heard, I was able to confirm something for sure.

    'If I don't want to fall out with the beasts, I must definitely steer clear of Greg's line.'

    A chance encounter had provided useful information.

    I inserted the keyword 'conflict' between the category of beasts and the name Greg Tembon.

    While I pondered, walking along the second-floor hallway, Chandler stopped in front of a door.

    It seemed to be the reception room he mentioned earlier.

    I passed through the door Chandler opened and entered.

    "Wow."

    Involuntary words of admiration escaped my lips due to the impressive room.

    The mansion was all stone construction, and even the corridors were sparkling marble, so I had some hint of it.

    Upon facing the opulent and vintage space akin to something out of a movie, my gaze became preoccupied.

    While I, like a country bumpkin, busily took in the room, Chandler politely inquired.

    "Aren't you hungry by any chance? Shall I prepare some food for you?"

    Though I departed Earth around noon, due to the time difference, bihar was already in the process of sunset.

    Yet, since I had eaten lunch, I wasn't hungry.

    As I shook my head, Chandler stepped back with understanding.

    "Then I'll prepare some light refreshments for you."

    "Thank you."

    "If you need anything, please ring the bell on the table."

    With a courteous bow, Chandler closed the door and left.

    'This feels a bit overwhelming.'

    After staring at the door from which he'd left, I soon averted my gaze.

    I then examined the room once more.

    "This place is insane..."

    Since I entered the mansion, I had thought this, but it was excessively luxurious for a division commander's rank to use.

    The sculptures in the garden were at a level appropriate for museums or art galleries; words were unnecessary.

    One might think they should be designated as cultural assets.

    'I was genuinely busy gazing, with that little one perched on my shoulder coming in.'

    Is this wealth based on the social standing as an apostle?

    'There's still something odd...'

    It was due to Chandler calling Rashar a 'young lady.'

    If it was because of her position within the order that she enjoyed such wealth, shouldn't she be treated as an apostle?

    Additionally, the temple of Palao, which I saw, was contributing to my sense of incongruence.

    There were not enough personnel to manage the facilities, leading to the closure of some parts of the building.

    When the temple is in such a state, is the apostle lavishly enjoying wealth?

    'She didn't seem like someone of that nature.'

    If so, there could only be one conclusion,

    'Personal wealth, then.'

    This was individual property. In other words, it meant—

    "Sniff, sniff."

    Rashar had the odor of a golden spoon about her.

    "Hmm..."

    Why doesn't she support the temple she belongs to, while living so lavishly?

    After pondering the situation, I observed the room anew.

    'Young lady...'

    Maybe Rashar might not be able to spend the assets of the Bennett family as she pleases.

    'It's the individual, not the whole family, who inherits the estate.'

    This meant that there was probably someone responsible for it.

    Most likely, it was a parent or sibling of Rashar.

    'It's certain that there is a familial figure of higher status than her.'

    Once those thoughts were sorted out, I settled myself on the sofa.

    'Wow, look at this leather.'

    Truly soft. It had a type of comfort that made one's body sink deeply on its own.

    Everything that happened afterward had a lot to do with that sofa.

    * * *

    The tea with an unfamiliar name was bitter yet with a pleasant aftertaste, perfectly matching my palate.

    Moreover, the cookies, sweet and crispy, were delicious.

    Because of that, a decision to drink just a single cup quickly turned into finishing a whole pot, and a choice to eat one cookie led to an empty plate.

    Tasty snacks, warm tea, and a constantly relaxing sofa made me unknowingly nod off.

    Given such comfortable circumstances, it was only natural that I would fall asleep.

    I had only slept for an hour after waking to the server connection alert early this morning.

    There wasn't any significant problem from skipping a night's sleep.

    I merely felt less fatigue, but it didn't mean I did not need rest.

    Perhaps my body was trying to make up for the lack of sleep, using the soft sofa as a friend and falling asleep.

    Naturally, peace lasted only briefly.

    The little girl, Berta, stormed into the reception room after consuming her fill of chocolate, startling me awake.

    - Hey, don't scratch!

    Did she think my head was a nest or something?

    Leaving a perfectly fine sofa but continuously climbing over my head!

    Being harassed by her led Chandler to again knock at the reception room door.

    - Sir K, are you hungry by any chance?

    Perhaps because of my hunger after waking up, I nodded, and the food arrived.

    From appetizers to dessert, a full course.

    It tasted better than expected, so I devoured it with great enthusiasm.

    Simultaneously, I took care of the little one who kept climbing over my shoulder and head.

    - Don't eat with your hands, you're getting it on my clothes!"

    To avoid getting food stains all over myself, I had no choice.

    Despite the effort, sauce still stained my hair, but the time spent wasn't all bad.

    At least while wiping my face with a wet wipe, I learned from Chandler that Berta's mother and the Bennett family shared frequent interactions.

    Thus, I obtained the information that the Bennett family currently maintained active exchanges with the beast tribes.

    Feeling satisfied with this result, I patted my comfortably full stomach and glanced at the clock.

    It had been four hours since I arrived at this mansion.

    The oranges painted sunset sky was now long gone, replaced by darkened skies.

    Yet, Rashar hadn't come.

    Wondering when she would come, I asked Chandler.

    - I apologize. It seems that Miss Rashar is neither at the headquarters of the order nor at the Habon temple.

    - As soon as she returns, I will immediately convey your message, so why not wait a little longer?"

    The answer was simply that she couldn't be reached.

    'On her vacation, why is she gallivanting when she has a home?'

    Of course, it wasn't inconvenient.

    For someone barging into a hostless house, it was quite comfortable.

    'No, honestly, it wasn't just quite comfortable.'

    Considering I barely noticed the passage of time, it was extremely comfy.

    I felt slightly dazed, amazed to be treated so well here in Bihar.

    Thus arrived the thought: Surely there's a spare room within this large mansion.

    'Even exchanging money costs mana.'

    The newly installed exchange function on the store also costs mana as the price.

    'If I could spend just one night here, that'd be ideal.'

    It's precious mana, perhaps more valuable than blood.

    While blood can be replenished through adequate nourishment, mana doesn't get generated for free.

    Savings are indeed necessary where possible.

    Having made up my mind, I gingerly laid down Berta, asleep on my thigh.

    Instead of shaking the bell and waking her—prone to cause trouble—I simply vacated the room.

    'If she wakes, it'll just be more trouble for me.'

    Since encountering her at the temple entrance, I spent more time being bothered than the opposite.

    I couldn't just retaliate against a little one for pulling my hair.

    'Avoidance strategy is best.'

    I stealthily exited the room and glanced around the deserted hallway.

    Lacking the option to use a bell, I intended to find a worker and ask them to arrange a meeting with Chandler.

    After all, it's necessary to ask if I can lodge for a night.

    If not, I'd have to step out and search for lodging.

    Yet, perhaps due to the lateness of the hour, not a soul was in sight.

    On my way to the central staircase connected to the hall, I encountered no one.

    'Should I call out?'

    Without a cellphone, it was distinctly inconvenient.

    'Since Rashar isn't a player, I can't even...'

    Pausing mid-thought, I froze on the spot.

    'Hold on a minute.'

    In curiosity, I accessed the order homepage.

    Then, I opened the organization chart and firmly pressed on Rashar's name.

    No new window appeared.

    'Can't add friends or chat, huh.'

    Reluctant to give up immediately, I entered the order-exclusive community page.

    There, I tried leaving a post in the empty space.

    「Title: Rashar, where are you exactly? ‑ Author: K

    Content: Waiting at your mansion, won't you be back soon? Waiting so long I think my neck's stretching.」

    I knew, being the only player affiliated with the order, viewership wouldn't increase.

    'But it is.'

    Surprisingly quickly. Each refresh came with more views.

    Even more astonishing was what followed.

    - Rashar Bennett: I'msor^%^%! to'm n@*&blerigh^%@wa^*&

    "......"

    The name with the title signifying apostle from the organization chart clearly matched Rashar.

    Though the content was comprehensible gibberish, it was indeed a comment.

    'At least she appears aware that I'm at the mansion...'

    Now, it merely required patience until she returned.

    While scanning my surroundings, a suitable place caught my eye.

    Heading to the second-floor corridor from the central staircase.

    A rounded area with backless chairs and a small table was visible, jutted slightly outward like a bay window.

    'Looks like a waiting spot.'

    I settled comfortably there and sat down.

    Arms folded, one leg crossed over the other, I waited a few minutes.

    The Mana Detection that I habitually left running since I exited the temple caught a considerable amount.

    Though I couldn't identify mana, I had a certain confirmation. It had to be Rashar.

    "K, butler, K, butleeeer!"

    Sure enough, her mana rushed closer at an astounding speed, filling the mansion with a familiarly loud voice.

    "K where are you?! K!"

    She was ascending the opposite, western staircase, not the eastern one where I was.

    I blinked at her decisive strides.

    'What on earth happened?'

    Her usually calm blue hair was nearly unkempt, despite several days of camping.

    Baffled yet acknowledging her search, I made my presence known.

    "Hey, over here."

    Rashar, on the western staircase, sharply turned back at a speed akin to light.

    "K!"

    Her fervor was such that I involuntarily shivered my shoulders.

    Damn System.
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    The summary of her incoherent rambling was simple.

    She saw the notification about the initiation and went to the temple to find me, but since I wasn't there, she spent the entire day roaming around Habon Castle trying to locate me.

    There was a certain tone of regret in her voice that made me feel a bit awkward.

    'Is meeting me really that big of a deal?'

    Of course, as the first initiate, there was a certain novelty...

    'But it's not that extraordinary, is it?'

    I'm still considered unique for the moment, but I won't remain the only one forever.

    The number of players joining the order would only grow.

    I just happened to be a bit earlier than the rest.

    So why did she go to such lengths to find me?

    Feeling dazed, I listened to Rashar's lamentation momentarily.

    I decided to interrupt her stream of words.

    "It seems our paths were crossed; I was touring the temple and then went to the Resistance."

    I said this in a calm voice, which caused Rashar, who had been excitedly speaking, to flinch and tremble.

    Her breath, which had been hasty while she spoke, gradually became steady.

    It seemed she was finally calming down. I then acknowledged our reunion after nearly a week apart.

    "It's been a while, hasn't it? Have you been well?"

    Did she realize she had been speaking non-stop without even a greeting?

    Rashar's face turned a shade of red quite quickly.

    "Oh, it's been a while, hasn't it? I was just so flustered... Have you been well?"

    "More or less."

    It appeared she had indeed calmed down.

    "I'm sorry to have kept you waiting. Have you eaten? If not, I'll have something prepared right away..."

    "Chandler took good care of me."

    Not just well taken care of—I had devoured a whole three slabs of beef.

    "Oh, I see? That's a relief."

    "And you?"

    "Huh?"

    "Have you eaten?"

    "Oh, not yet..."

    I had a suspicion since she spent the whole day searching for me.

    After all, what's the point of doing anything if you don't eat?

    "It seems you have something to discuss since you've been looking for me. Why don't we talk over a meal? It's late, so I should stay the night, right?"

    "You can stay for eternity if you like!"

    When I casually mentioned my purpose without asking Chandler, an unexpected declaration of hospitality ensued.

    Caught off guard, I stared at her without saying a word.

    "No, I mean, what I intended to say is, I'd always welcome you...."

    Rashar murmured with her reddened face buried in embarrassment.

    "Let's, let's go inside."

    Quickly turning away, it looked as if she wanted to run away in embarrassment.

    I chuckled softly and followed her.

    * * *

    "If you have any particular preferences in dishes, please let me know."

    It was already late at night. While the meal was being prepared, Chandler offered me some wine.

    'Wine, huh.'

    I was usually too busy working to drink unless I wanted to relieve some stress.

    But today's conversation with Rashar might take a while.

    'From tomorrow, I probably won't have such leisure.'

    I rubbed my neck gently and spoke.

    "I don't usually drink, so I wouldn't say I have a taste for anything specific."

    "Then allow me to make some recommendations!"

    Chandler suggested.

    "Yes, please do."

    Soon after, a selection of fruits, cheeses, and finger foods was prepared alongside the wine.

    "Wow."

    As soon as I tasted the wine Chandler had poured, I couldn't help but exclaim in amazement.

    It couldn't even compare to the cheap wines sold at convenience stores; its acidity and flavor were far superior.

    Not overly sweet, with a slightly heavy yet refreshing taste.

    "Why is it that there's nothing bad I've tasted here?"

    As what started as a cup of tea ended up being a full pot, I sipped at the wine.

    With each sip, Rashar released more information.

    "A portal, you say?"

    She continued discussing features that were alien to the people of Bihar, like managing the homepage, missions exclusive to the order, and general announcements—features familiar to me—and then mentioned a portal.

    "Indeed, I used that feature to get to Habon in a flash. Anyone affiliated with Palao can use it."

    "Hmmm..."

    A teleport exclusive to the order—so it was like a gate.

    Naturally, having it was better than not having it.

    But the part about the portals being segregated by order was puzzling.

    "Why do that?"

    All the temples were gathered in one place, after all.

    It seemed wasteful, yet necessary functionality given the divided headquarters.

    While pondering these ambiguous doubts, Rashar continued her story.

    This time, she talked about the buff effects supported by the Order of Palao.

    "That's the most expensive one."

    "Expensive, you say?"

    What could it be? I asked immediately at her sudden comment, and Rashar paused to gather her thoughts.

    Finally, an oddly familiar answer emerged from her mouth.

    "Basically, you need what's called Order Points to do anything on the homepage. Increasing attack power is the most point-consuming option."

    That was why she used the word expensive.

    "Points, huh..."

    Was she talking about getting mana from hunting monsters?

    If that was what was being collected, I could understand.

    However, the system indicated that mana was inefficient when it's corrupted.

    'Do they purify it before handing it over to the order?'

    Or is it purified directly? Maybe it's okay because the Seven Gods are involved on this server.

    It wasn't something I could confirm for now.

    "Tsk."

    This was yet another mystery to shelve for later.

    Unless I have another chance to speak with the system.

    While organizing my thoughts, Rashar wiped her mouth and continued.

    "I'm unsure about other churchs, but it seems that points keep accumulating based on the activities of the Outsiders. With those points, one can increase the number of initiates and install more portals."

    I thoughtfully fiddled with my half-full wine glass.

    I wasn't sure of the exact logic, but the idea of refining and strengthening the order using points players earn...

    'A strategy simulation game? Is that how I should see it?'

    If I was to categorize it, it seemed to fit.

    Though player assistance was needed, you could effectively grow the order...

    "Ah!"

    Suddenly, a realization struck me, and I exclaimed reflexively.

    "K?"

    Instead of answering Rashar's call, I reciprocated with a question.

    I needed to confirm whether the conclusion I arrived at, by connecting scattered dots, was correct.

    "The Resistance."

    "Um?"

    "What happens to the Resistance from now on?"

    "... Each Resistance division will proceed with the disbandment process sequentially."

    "Rather than complete disbandment, they'll be restructured under different churchs, right?"

    Rashar's eyes widened slightly.

    "... Yes, it's already been agreed upon. The choice of order membership will be left to the disciples' discretion."

    The Resistance, which was originally based on national units, would be brought under the influence of the churchs.

    In such a situation, the players' bases were set in three locations.

    Surely, not all churchs would be concentrated in one base?

    "Is there anyone else besides you and the division commander among the apostles stationed in Habon?"

    "... No."

    "And none are planning to arrive in the future?"

    Rashar nodded in affirmation.

    "Then it seems Palao and Temoria are the only ones stationed in Habon."

    As I suspected, the apostle's status confirmed through the organizational chart was indeed high within the order as well.

    Above them were the High Priests and the gods who effectively oversee the order.

    A city where such apostles reside—what does that signify?

    "The order, like the players, has chosen its bases."

    As I expected, Rashar soon provided confirmation.

    "... Indeed."

    "So that's why the portals are separated."

    As I murmured in a small voice, I drained the remaining wine in one go.

    The clarity of understanding flowed through me, dispelling the nebulous mystery.

    The reason for dividing the portals of temples gathered in one location—

    It was because the operational areas of each order would be separated from henceforth.

    Previously, the Resistance's responsibility was to clear monsters congregating around corrupted areas near the frontline garrison.

    "They referred to that as purification work."

    Now, each order would conduct that purification instead of the Resistance.

    Forces composed of Bihari and players would don the name of the order to purify the corrupted areas.

    The idea was to steadily reclaim the lost lands of the Demi-humans by tearing apart scattered Connections within the corruption.

    "And eventually, they'll reach the temples left in the deserted lands."

    Establishing new outposts by connecting additional portals here would be feasible.

    Once the surroundings were cleared, these locations could become new front-line garrisons.

    By continuously expanding operational areas, the main scenario could become a reality.

    Treasures and temples abandoned by their masters—first come, first served.

    "In other words, it's a territory-grabbing game."

    I breathed a sigh of exasperation due to the sheer absurdity.

    Developing characters through battles seemed obvious enough, but having to also cultivate the order one joins and conquer territories like in a war—

    This outrageous game couldn't even keep its identity straight.

    Deep inside, I wanted to unleash a storm of curses at this jumbled mess of a game.

    But I held back. Rashar was watching, and throwing a tantrum wouldn't rid me of this game.

    This, too, had to be shelved for now.

    'At this rate, I'll develop pent-up rage.'

    I'll really have to find a bamboo forest someday to vent out everything that's built up inside.

    "By the way..."

    While steadying my bubbling turmoil, Rashar cautiously inquired.

    "Did you hear everything at the temple?"

    "Where did that come from all of a sudden?"

    "You just seem to know too well about our situation."

    "I didn't receive any detailed explanation... I've just picked things up from here and there."

    I replied dismissively while refilling my glass.

    When you have the information at hand, not piecing together such a picture would indeed mean an empty head.

    After addressing Rashar's question, it was my turn again to inquire.

    "By the way, that point thing—is it deducted from us?"

    "Wait, just a moment... So, um..."

    As Rashar hesitated and fumbled with her hands, a transluent window appeared before her.

    "Huh."

    "Is it working...? Can you see it?"

    "Perfectly."

    「Order Homepage (Administrator Mode)」

    The text was flipped, but it was exactly as it was: I could see it very clearly.

    Being able to share views related to the system was possible.

    I should have guessed from the message saying status windows could be shared.

    "Homepheny views can be shared with those registered as Chief Officials and Base Administrators, making coordination with High Priests easier."

    "It's homepage, not homepheny."

    While taken aback for a moment, I corrected Rashar and stood up.

    "Oh, right, homepage. It's not something I'm familiar with... Anyway, let's see... Earnings record? Is it here...?"

    As I stood beside her, trying to peer at the administrator's homepage more clearly, Rashar kept mis-clicking multiple times until I pointed with a finger.

    「Order Points」

    - Points Usage/Earnings History

    - Points Configuration/Management

    "Below the history."

    Though it was clearly visible to me, Rashar took a while to find it.

    "Ah! Yes, here it is."

    Elated, Rashar clicked the tab at my fingertip.

    Soon, the Points Configuration and Management tab appeared.

    As we steadily perused the details, among them was the points earnings ratio that Rashar mentioned before.

    Seeing the set earning ratio confirmed by Palao, I furrowed my brow.

    "...0.1?"

    "Apparently, a portion of the Outsider's generated mana is converted to points... Didn't you mention before that people like you absorb mana to grow stronger?"

    "Oh."

    "That's why I insisted on setting the lowest possible rate. I didn't want to burden you."

    Rashar added that she advocated strongly for this, visibly pleased.

    "I wanted to eliminate it entirely, but that turned out to be impossible."

    I found myself speechless. Or rather, it felt as though my vision went dark.

    While staring mutely at Rashar's side profile, I had a fleeting epiphany.

    Damned System.
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    'Ah, their doctrine is charity, isn't it?'

    The meaning of charity was to feel pity for others and help them.

    'So.......'

    The Order of Palao was essentially a gathering place for those accustomed to giving freely.

    Even though Hemar acknowledged the high cost of the black wood, he had handed it over without hesitation, his gentle face overlapping with the bright face of Rashar.

    Their goodwill was certainly not a bad thing for me, yet it felt overwhelming.

    'When managing a particular group, what happens if you only spend without investing?'

    It goes bankrupt. Without additional forces coming in and with only the affiliated members dying off, what would be a stagnant order indeed.

    They were the perfect conditions for extinction.

    'Players dying is inevitable.'

    Wishing for no casualties was arrogance.

    Therefore, recruiting new members was of utmost importance.

    Yet, the person responsible for leading this had set the accumulation rate of points needed for increasing personnel to just 0.1%.

    'Moreover, they even have a restriction on the number of new recruits.'

    The thought that I might have chosen the wrong faction began to creep back in.

    But I tried to ignore it.

    'No, it can't be. It's not too late yet.'

    I was already part of the Order of Palao.

    Unless I had 1000 achievements, which I didn't, I couldn't escape from here.

    'I should at least stop it from failing.'

    I sighed, brushing my face, as I began to speak.

    "I'm really saying this out of concern."

    "Hmm?"

    Looking at Rashar, who tilted her head with an innocent expression, made me feel quite complicated.

    In her mind, setting the allocation to the minimum was most likely her way of considering the players.

    But in the long run, it was merely a bad move.

    Hence, I couldn't just be grateful and accept it.

    "If we continue down this path, we'll all end up bankrupt."

    Eventually, I spoke harshly.

    * * *

    Once my nagging was over, Rashar was left looking downcast.

    Still, before we parted ways, she offered me several times,

    -You belong to the Order of Palao, don't you? I am an apostle of Palao, so providing convenience to you is also my duty.

    -You have come to a foreign world without any relatives, please allow me to help you; it would make me happy.

    She was inviting me to stay at her residence.

    Honestly, pondering over whether to accept was strange, given the offer.

    It made it easier to inquire about other orders' information and saved me undue mana usage.

    And so, I readily accepted the offer to stay.

    As a result, I was shown to the guest room, which was as good as, if not superior to, a well-facilitated hotel.

    It included a bed spacious enough for three adult men to lie on comfortably, along with a desk, much like a reading room.

    All the other furniture had a uniformly antique charm.

    Inside the sleeping quarters was a bathroom with a bathtub, along with a separate room with a dressing gown and casual clothes hanging.

    Various magic tools were installed here and there, bringing it up to the convenience level of modern civilization.

    The lights turned on with a mere finger gesture, and water flowed generously.

    Staying at Rashar's residence was a far better choice than going out and using my mana.

    Satisfied, I unpacked the belongings I had stored in my inventory, then indulged in a refreshing bath before falling asleep.

    "Hoo......"

    Yet the reason I sighed as soon as I opened my eyes in the morning was quite simple.

    "Umnya, um...."

    It was because of the little one, Berta, who was sleeping with her tail wrapped around my neck.

    -Meow! Meow!

    In the wee hours, I had awoken to the sound of a cat crying, only to find Rashar carrying the kid to me.

    -She woke up seeing you aren't there, and kept crying.....

    No matter how hard she tried to soothe her, her cries refused to cease.

    I was inclined to shoo her off, regardless of the child's cries.

    Still, knowing I was merely a guest at this residence, I hesitated to vent my irritation.

    Of course, Berta's status also played a part in curbing my temper.

    'Seems like she's from an esteemed family.'

    Perhaps it was even possible to expand my network through this kid.

    Therefore, I sang a lullaby to the child in my arms under the moonlight.

    Something I had only managed for my siblings when my parents passed away, I now did for a kid I'd met less than 24 hours ago.

    While I succeeded in getting her to sleep, this unexpected child-villain in my life wasn't an easy one.

    Whenever Rashar took her away, she would wake up and come right back, repeating this act multiple times.

    By the second instance, she even ran to me by herself, maybe having recognized where I was.

    It was as if I had some sort of honey on me; she refused to stop clinging onto me.

    When I tried lying back down to sleep, it was meow meow.

    When I thought she was quietly asleep, it was meow meow.

    Ignoring it and trying to sleep was met with more meowing.

    Due to the relentless, night-long meowing, I nearly went insane.

    Ultimately, I picked her up, brought her inside when she cried her heart out at my door.

    -J, just go. I'll put her to sleep for today.

    -Y, yeah......

    After sending a bewildered and somewhat dazed Rashar away, I managed to get the child back to sleep, which brings us to the current situation.

    I tossed and turned all night with her kicking me, hence getting no proper sleep.

    Amidst this, upon waking, found myself ensnared with her tail wrapped around my neck.

    Although the nap I had taken earlier prevented any bodily strain, I couldn't help but sigh repeatedly.

    "Hoo."

    As I expelled a deep sigh, I gently untangled the tail wrapped around my neck.

    It was then I noticed colorful fur stuck to my clothes, making my cheeks tremble slightly.

    'I can't tell whether I'm taking care of a child or a beast.'

    Why does she keep coming to me, anyway?

    Feeling utterly baffled, I set those feelings aside and rose, checking my store window.

    While I slept, a message refreshed at the bottom of my line of sight.

    「The item crafting is complete!」

    「The item synthesis is complete!」

    The messages that appeared with a few-hour gap were stimulating enough.

    The first tab I pressed after opening the store window was custom crafting.

    This feature was one among the restricted functionalities when the server connection had begun.

    Therefore, only after the server connection had ended, was I able to experiment this and that, and it had produced results during my sleep.

    「Would you like to receive the item? (Y/N)」

    Upon selecting 'Yes', the items stacked neatly in my inventory.

    All these items were crafted using the materials I had.

    The edged weapons I found among the mummy-like corpses were exactly those materials.

    'They were hardly usable as they were.'

    Not only were some sections chipped off but there were rusted parts as well.

    In terms of usable items, only two identical daggers were in good condition.

    That's why I experimented with the malformed ones.

    'The range of applications for custom crafting.'

    As a result, I found that for items existing in the shop, the cost was discounted according to the materials' worth.

    'Firstly, the crafted item.'

    The first thing I checked was the longsword.

    Since my longsword had melted while capturing an evolved crocodile, I had none at the moment.

    The one I made this time resembled exactly the double-edged sword sold in the shop, weighing almost twice as much compared to the tutorial-issued equipment.

    Hence, its destructive power significantly enhanced as a weapon.

    'It's feasible for use for a while.'

    Alongside the sword, I had also prepared equipment to protect my arms and legs.

    'The total cost was 2,015 mana.'

    If I had bought them, it would have been over 7,000 mana, yet through the custom crafting tab, I had saved on mana.

    Thus, I was also utilizing the black wood received from the Order of Palao for custom crafting before going to sleep.

    When I requested them to make it identical to the smallest dagger-like weapon sold in the store, each only cost 150 mana.

    A total of 8.

    'Completion rate of 90 percent?'

    Having set in the custom crafting last night, it seemed these would be completed quite soon.

    Of course, the function of custom crafting wasn't solely about that.

    「A slightly bigger random box」

    • Category: Mission reward

    • Acquisition Difficulty: Special

    • Description: A reward obtainable upon accomplishing a system-intervened mission. Provides an optimized reward for the player based on possibilities permitted by causality.

    'Their naming sense.......'

    Despite the slightly underwhelming name, it wasn't an item to be taken lightly.

    Obtained three random boxes upon completing the main scenario mission.

    Rather than a heap of trivial items, synthesizing one big one seemed more beneficial.

    As seen, the result was thus successful.

    While fiddling with the somewhat bigger random box, I got lost in thought.

    'Based on experience, there's a tendency for needed items to appear.'

    The item description even mentioned providing an optimized reward for the player.

    Rather than opening it as soon as it was in hand, keeping it reserved to use as a last resort in a crisis seemed the strategy to go.

    But indiscriminately hoarding it also wasn't wise.

    It could be a breakthrough that could expedite my growth to the next level.

    'What should I do?'

    Should I use it right now? Or keep it for later?

    The dilemma didn't stretch too long. I had a clear desire at this moment.

    'An area attack.'

    Ever since missing the fireball due to a barrier, the opportunity hadn't arisen.

    The mana I had absorbed from the bus operated by Rashar's party had also been consumed investing in gear.

    'I should also not neglect collecting to ascend to the silver rank.'

    Using mana certainly necessitated much consideration.

    'Even as attribute mana possesses minimum attack power.'

    Viewing it as the decisive blow was still a stretch.

    'For ordinary humans, the odds are high they'd die upon being struck by lightning.'

    Yet, aren't the entities I face far from ordinary?

    Hence, the result merely ended with the paralysis effect from electrocution.

    As ever, I yearned for a reliable area attack skill.

    'Let's do it.'

    Resolving my hesitation, I utilized the random box.

    A radiant light burst forth, and what landed in my hand was......

    「Jebel Supply Model Mana Accumulation Tool」

    • Category: Auxiliary Equipment - Detachable type

    • Acquisition Difficulty: Rare

    • Grade: ★★★★★

    • Description: Allows accumulation of about 10,000 attribute mana. The storable amount varies with the nature of mana, enabling the use of accumulated attribute mana through activation words.

    It was a fist-sized yellow gem.

    The item description window had been updated to deliver more accurate and definite information than before.

    This was a result of the updates I had requested.

    Thanks to that, I immediately knew how to put this item to use.

    After repeatedly confirming the term auxiliary equipment, I retrieved the armor from my inventory.

    Then, I inserted the magic tool into the shoulder section of the light armor, where a beast-shaped mouth lay agape.

    A soft click indicated the gem snugly fit the space.

    "......."

    For a moment, I regarded the gear and magic tool with a perplexing expression.

    'It's true I needed it, but.......'

    While an extremely good item on the surface, it didn't bring pure joy.

    Something just gave me an inexplicable cool tingling feeling.

    It was almost an intuition that acquiring skills from random boxes would henceforth be challenging.

    After letting out a shallow sigh, I surveyed the armor that had become complete with the fitting of the mana accumulation tool.

    「Jebel Elite Recon Corps Armor Set (7,343 Mana)」

    • Category: Armor

    • Acquisition Difficulty: Common

    • Description: Equipment provided to the reconnaissance soldiers of the Kingdom of Jebel. Designed to protect vital points without hindering mobility and activity; supports detachable mana accumulation tools.

    'Acquisition difficulty.......'

    The acquisition difficulty for store-sold items is all marked as 'Common.'

    In contrast, the basic acquisition difficulty of mana accumulation tools starts at 'Rare.'

    My other mana accumulation tool is also marked rare, which seems accurate.

    「Ownerless Mana Accumulation Tool」

    • Category: Accessory

    • Acquisition Difficulty: Rare

    • Grade: ★★★

    • Description: A magic tool that can accumulate about 2,000 attribute mana. The storable amount varies with the nature and quality of mana, enabling usage of accumulated mana through activation words.

    There was a reason why magic tools weren't sold in the store.

    'Does that grading, those stars only appear with rare items.......'

    Briefly contemplating while looking at the star symbol, I switched over to the skills tab after scanning the gear tab filled with common-grade items.

    This tab too had numerous changes post server connection.
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    The types were categorized. Into general skills and magic.

    General skills ranged from mana manipulation to swordsmanship, spear techniques, shield techniques, and other various kinds of knowledge that had been updated.

    Magic, on the other hand, was split again into permanent and one-time use magic, and they even displayed the types and ranks of attribute mana.

    And that wasn't the end. Purchase options were divided by rank.

    This meant there were separate tabs for the Bronze rank and the Silver rank.

    While at the Bronze rank, the Silver tab was locked and could not be accessed.

    Potions were also further detailed. The price difference for potions categorized into low, middle, and high was as much as tenfold.

    "No, a hundredfold."

    A low-rank potion cost 150 mana for 10, whereas a mid-rank potion was 1,500 mana each.

    This hinted that lower-tier potions would be insufficient at higher-level hunting grounds.

    I briefly fiddled with the ring, reviewing the new changes.

    "First, let's freshen up."

    It was time to get moving for today's schedule.

    Concerned that Berta might wake while I was out, I quickly washed my face and brushed my teeth.

    Fortunately, the kid awoke only a little later.

    "Mm..."

    Twitch, twitch.

    The ears that had been drooping helplessly while sleeping began to perk up and move.

    Still rubbing her eyes drowsily.

    "... Cute, indeed."

    Watching the tail swinging back and forth, I could understand why Yeonwoo wanted to keep a pet.

    "Not that I'd allow it."

    I carried the half-asleep little one to the bathroom.

    Since she was awake, it was time to wash her face.

    Half-asleep, still in my arms, she finished washing up and then quickly ran out of the bathroom after shaking her face clean.

    I followed a step behind and returned to the bedroom.

    But unfortunately, in that brief moment of transitioning from the bathroom to the bedroom, Berta was trying to nibble on the bottle of skin lotion placed on my bedside table.

    Stories Chandler had told me about the Beastfolk flashed through my mind.

    "Beastfolk are born with naturally strong bodies, so it's expected."

    If it was rumored that she had the strength to crush a human skull, breaking a glass bottle should be easy.

    As that thought crossed my mind, my voice inevitably grew louder.

    "Hey!"

    Startled, Berta leaped off the bed and hit her head on the ceiling.

    Yet, she landed-nimbly on the ground, and in that gap, I managed to catch the bottle falling from the bed.

    When I shifted my focus, I found Berta lying flat on the floor, eyes wide with dilated pupils like an excited cat.

    Her gaze was fixed on my hand.

    Before she could leap again, I quickly stored the skin lotion back in the inventory.

    Almost instantly, my hand felt heavy.

    "Huh?"

    The spot where she had just been sitting was empty.

    Berta was already hanging onto my hand, rattling and demanding.

    "It's gone! Why's it gone?"

    Had I hesitated for even a second, that skin lotion would have been in Berta's hands.

    Berta's speed, which had exceeded my perception, was shocking.

    Though the face of the one who gave me this shock was extraordinarily innocent.

    The inconsistency it caused was quite unsettling.

    During my brief stillness, Berta snuggled into my hand and began sniffing.

    "Give it to me! That smelly thing!"

    She even raised her voice, becoming insistent.

    That moment of applying skin lotion after washing my face floated around in my mind.

    "Could it be that what's been following me all this while was...?"

    Apparently, it wasn't my hair Berta was after, but my face. She liked the smell.

    Having understood Berta's strange behavior, my expression turned wry.

    Having untangled the mystery that had been bugging me made me feel relieved somehow.

    And yet, it seemed ridiculous that she had cried and searched for me all night just for a scent.

    Moments before Chandler knocked.

    "K, did you call?"

    * * *

    "Give it! Give it to me! I said give it to me!"

    The motive behind why Rashar, who invited me for breakfast, kept glancing upwards was clear.

    Berta had clambered up onto my shoulder, relentlessly yanking at my unfortunate hair.

    "... This unruly brat."

    I was almost in a state of letting go, wishing I'd made a different choice a moment ago.

    "Should've just given it to her."

    A few minutes earlier, I had removed not just the skin lotion bottle but also the lotion from the bedside table just to be safe, following Chandler.

    What if I had just handed it to her?

    "At least she wouldn't have climbed onto my head to protest by the time I reached the dining room."

    Resigned, I let out a deep sigh at the unwanted hassle on my hair.

    "Despite being a nuisance, I can't hand over something that might be harmful to a kid."

    This is technically a chemical product, after all.

    It wasn't suitable to hand over to a kid who'd just start chewing on the bottle immediately.

    So I maintained a poker face, denying any acknowledgment of her behavior.

    No matter how insistent, she couldn't have it, and I stuck to my resolve.

    Finally, after much grappling between me and Berta, Rashar tried to calm the child with awkward gentleness.

    "Berta, you shouldn't behave like this to our guest..."

    "Give it to me!"

    If she were the type to listen when spoken to nicely, she wouldn't have even caused this mess.

    Reportedly, Berta was precisely four years old.

    'Well, isn't she the rebellious four.'

    Was this her proof of the notorious phase? Berta started crying again.

    Bawling as if the world had collapsed, the sorrowful crying brought memories of the previous night.

    I opened my mouth with a slightly fed-up heart.

    "Hey."

    "Huh?"

    Rashar, who was vacillating between watching me and Berta, flinched and answered.

    But I, maintaining a candid demeanor, said only what needed to be said.

    "Are Beastfolk particularly susceptible to things like poison? Is there something they should specifically avoid consuming?"

    Due to my lack of knowledge about this mysterious creature, I sought his advice.

    "Poison... huh."

    Peering at Berta thoughtfully, Rashar gave a strange smile and replied.

    "Unless the poison is concentrated to about six times the lethal dose for humans, they won't be affected."

    "Huh."

    "Though rare, some Beastfolk might die from poisoning, but it's uncommon."

    In conclusion, beastfolk were resistant to dietary mishaps.

    His somewhat reassuring words swayed me a bit.

    "I guess tasting a little won't be a big deal?"

    Though a chemical product, many modern people come into contact with cosmetics.

    It's not uncommon to end up ingesting the facial products while licking one's lips.

    "Supposedly, the amount of lipstick a person consumes in a lifetime is quite a bit."

    Judging by her persistence, she was unlikely to give up on pestering me.

    Wouldn't it be easier to just hand it over and be done with it?

    After hearing Beastfolk were particularly sturdy, I could have handed it over.

    Since I'd brought extra, missing a bottle wouldn't inconvenience me either.

    Yet, still apprehensive about potential accidents, I couldn't bring myself to do so.

    "Better to just let my hair get pulled."

    If the skin bottle got broken, the aftermath could become problematic.

    Therefore, I considered it safer to sacrifice my hair rather than risk it.

    I continued to pretend the child on my head didn't exist and picked up a spoon.

    Unfortunately, I couldn't enjoy a spoonful of soup.

    A blinding light suddenly flashed, and the next thing I knew, someone's foot landed on the dining table with a bang.

    "This is discrimination!"

    Unfortunately, it landed right where my soup had been, which now lay pathetically on the floor.

    "Ha..."

    The day had barely started, and already it was chaotic.

    After staring wistfully at the spilled soup, I lifted my head.

    The unmistakable orange head that barged in with a loud voice was undoubtedly Ahel.

    "... Ahel, have you come?"

    Rashar, who was facing Ahel, now turned to face me and barely spoke two words before Ahel rattled off ten in return.

    "Come? Yes, I came! You probably hoped I wouldn't, but what can you do? I'm here anyway!"

    "..."

    "Just because I'm not part of the order, I can't use the portal? This is what you call discrimination! No wonder all those mages rebelled!"

    "..."

    "I should have fled with my mentor back then. What riches did I expect to gain by staying here!"

    Ahel's voice echoed sharply, filling the room.

    "It was too sudden back then..."

    However, Rashar's counter was so faint it took concentrated focus to hear.

    "In sudden situations, does this mean leaving me behind? I guess you'd abandon me on the battlefield, too!"

    "... Still, you returned safely."

    Unable to meet Ahel's eyes, Rashar mumbled.

    "Of course I returned safely! I dangled in the air all night to avoid enemies, dying only in my imagination!"

    "..."

    "Every time I fell into an aerial monster's zone, my heart nearly stopped! Right now, I'm living on the edge of life and death!"

    For some reason, the more the conversation dragged on, the more Ahel appeared to grow, and Rashar seemed to shrink.

    Listening to this one-sided interaction between the two, I soon grasped the situation.

    I had already heard they could now travel between temples through portals.

    "The necessary condition for land conquest among the temples."

    And Ahel had just confirmed non-affiliated members couldn't utilize these portals.

    Following the dialogue's context, Ahel apparently fought his way back last night through manual teleportation all the way here.

    "It's understandable why he's upset."

    Of course, understanding Ahel's plight didn't mean excusing his actions, not after what he did.

    My soup-covered hands were annoyingly sticky for that.

    While overhearing their one-sided exchange, I cleaned my hands.

    "By the way, betrayal..."

    A quick glance toward Ahel revealed the collar on his neck.

    "Is this connected to a particular incident?"

    The betrayal of mages, I needed to look into that when the opportunity arose.

    At the moment, I had no intention to openly inquire.

    The subject might be forbidden, regarded as a taboo here.

    "Betrayal isn't exactly a positive term."

    It's something to cautiously probe later when the timing seemed appropriate.

    Whatever thoughts spun inside my head, the lopsided dialogue between Ahel and Rashar endured.

    "Give me the smelly thing!"

    Berta's whining only added to the chaos, fitting the literal meaning of "all hell breaking loose five minutes early."

    "This place might not be as nice as it seems."

    With a sigh, I resumed eating the newly served soup.

    Finishing quickly was necessary to avoid being late for the appointment.

    * * *

    Ahel was so occupied reprimanding Rashar that he only noticed me shortly afterward, promptly altering his expression.

    - Oh my, K?! You're here!

    The swiftness with which he switched faces seemed almost insincere.

    I received his greeting with a lack of interest, somewhat distracted by attempting to pry Berta off of me.

    With the help of Rashar, I eventually managed to remove the child, leaving me with a sense of guilt.

    Berta cried heavily, flailing around as Rashar carried her away into the mansion, leaving me with a tinge of melancholy.

    Yet, today's engagement wasn't something that could be put off, as it had been scheduled long before the server linked.

    Pausing briefly to glance back at the distant sound of crying, I stepped into the carriage prepared by Chandler and left the estate.

    Before long, I reached my destination.

    Upon dismounting from the carriage after bidding the coachman farewell, I sensed every gaze focusing on me.

    Ignoring these stares, I approached the person who had arrived earlier.

    "Could it be... K hyung?"

    "Yes."

    It was Kim Yul. After sizing me up, he clicked his tongue.

    "Such an attention seeker, as always."

    Having only my eyes visible under the mask, his remark was understandable.

    Nonetheless, I had no intention of removing my mask in this situation.

    "You go ahead and flaunt your face; I'm not up for it."

    Letting too many players catch wind of my identity was not ideal.

    Yesterday, it didn't matter who saw me. I had nothing on me, nor was I involved in anything notable.

    Today, however, I'd be equipped with gear and likely draw on attribute mana while hunting.

    "I should always assume I could run into Korean players."

    I had encountered over five while commuting between Seoul.

    Why carelessly reveal my face under these circumstances?

    Moreover, today I wasn't only meeting Kim Yul.

    Looking at the person standing beside Kim Yul, I initiated the conversation.

    Damned System

  
    Chapter 79

    Chapter 79. Laying the Foundation (4)

    "Should I call you 'Yokai'?"

    Codenamed Yokai, real name An Kijun, was a player who belonged to Yang Hyewon's party.

    "Ah, yes..."

    "Nice to meet you. I'm K."

    "Ni-nice to meet you."

    Today was the day Kim Yul and Yokai were set to go hunting together.

    "But what's with that carriage? Where did you get it?"

    "Someone I know lent it to me."

    "... You have someone you know here? Just a day after the server connection? How is that possible?"

    "If you're good at it."

    "Huh?"

    While Kim Yul engaged in trivial chitchat, An Kijun appeared slightly uncomfortable, glancing nervously in my direction to gauge my reaction.

    I had no intention of prolonging this awkward situation unnecessarily.

    Hence, I decided to intervene and cut off Kim Yul's chatter.

    "No need to wait any longer, right?"

    "Yeah, we're relying on you, hyung. You know that if we die, it's all your fault, right?"

    Though it may have sounded like he was shifting the responsibility to me, his intent was slightly different.

    Despite his smiling face, Kim Yul was subtly expressing his nervousness.

    After all, there were only three of us heading into the mission area.

    'Then again, their side has quite a few members.'

    Including those who didn't join the intelligence agency, the party members numbered seven.

    And that was around the time when Namkyu joined; their numbers might have increased since.

    Having always operated in a larger group, moving in such a small team must have been concerning.

    But the advantages of this small group were significant.

    "Soon, instead of blaming me, you'll be thanking me profusely."

    "Men who are all talk aren't very attractive, you know."

    I quickly caught on to the meaning behind those squinted eyes and sidelong glance.

    I shook my head and handed him a potion from my inventory.

    Thanks to the large purchase I made previously, the quantity was ample.

    "Is this enough for you?"

    "You're the best, hyung."

    "Enough with the nonsense, let's get going. Yokai, please take one too."

    "Ah, thank you."

    Lingering here would only make us a spectacle.

    'Already attracting attention.'

    It was natural since there were three people with peculiar attire gathered, each with something peculiar attached to their heads.

    Among those watching were several players like us.

    I heard whispers and felt eyes scanning us as if searching for something.

    "A group of three?"

    "They'll probably meet up at the forward base."

    "What's with the guy in the middle? He doesn't even have a sword..."

    To avoid the unwanted attention, I led Kim Yul and An Kijun directly to the castle gate.

    Those who had been whispering and glancing at us moved aside.

    When we reached the gate, the guard standing there stepped aside, creating a path for us.

    "If you follow the right staircase, you'll find the teleportation magic circle."

    "Yes, thank you."

    The guard's attitude towards us was quite natural.

    He didn't seem particularly surprised.

    Come to think of it, it was expected.

    'A day has already passed since the servers were connected.'

    Quick movers probably already headed to the hunting grounds.

    According to the reviews posted in the community, outlander access to forward bases 1, 4, and 5 was open.

    'The other five forward bases are still closed.'

    They were likely located near perilous corrupted areas.

    At that moment, only areas equivalent to level 3 and 4 were accessible.

    And quite a few players already hunted there and shared their reviews.

    "Five teams left before you arrived, hyung. All had seven or more members, one even had a full team of ten."

    "They're diligent."

    Those with initiative were moving promptly.

    'I can't let myself fall behind.'

    I quickened my pace, though, of course, that didn't physically speed up their travel.

    "Do we have to climb up here every time? Is there no other way? At least install some safety rails!"

    "Don't pull, Kim Yul, hey! Don't pull on me!"

    The path we had to climb was part of a cliff, unfortunately.

    Because of that, Kim Yul and An Kijun were inching along, almost crawling.

    I shook my head at the fuss they were making.

    "Can you hurry up? Are you planning to live there forever?"

    "Isn't it scary for you, hyung? One slip and you could fall!"

    Instead of talking about falling, wouldn't it be better to be cautious and not fall?

    "If you're really keen on falling, I can push—"

    Apparently, that wasn't the case since Kim Yul, clinging to An Kijun, vigorously shook his head.

    "Then be quiet and hurry up."

    "Yes."

    For some reason, as soon as Kim Yul clammed up, climbing the stairs seemed a bit easier.

    It didn't take long to scale the cliff, which was likely several meters high.

    It was the same spot Rashar's party and I had arrived at a few days ago.

    Instead of examining the strange drawing on the ground, I first looked over the abyss beyond the cliff.

    The clear river and the endlessly stretching plains beyond the horizon still exhibited an overwhelming presence today.

    The view from atop the cliff was beautifully breathtaking.

    'We'll be seeing it often now.'

    With that thought, I felt slightly cheerful.

    After savoring the panoramic scenery that filled my vision, I turned my focus back to my surroundings.

    The peculiar runes covering every inch of the surrounding ground formed a drawing.

    It was a magic circle used by the Resistance to travel to and from forward bases.

    Around the large magic circle, prepared for a large force, smaller ones clustered around for use by smaller groups.

    Activating all those circles could supposedly allow simultaneous transport of up to 2,000 people.

    I confirmed this while waiting for Rashar yesterday by inquiring with Chandler, so it should be accurate.

    Beside the teleportation circle stood a lone building.

    'It must be over there.'

    When I visited last time, I was so entranced by the view beyond the cliff that I hadn't noticed there was such a place nearby.

    After ensuring Kim Yul and An Kijun had also climbed up, I stepped forward first.

    "Excuse me."

    There were three people present.

    I addressed the mages wearing shackles on their necks, wrists, and ankles, much like Ahel.

    "Is the teleportation circle available for use?"

    Their gaze landed on the top of my head before falling away.

    "... Which forward base will you head to?"

    The term 'forward base' referred to regions adjacent to corrupted areas, dangerous zones where purification activities were actively conducted.

    "We wish to head to Base 1, the Lamolt Mountains."

    According to reviews posted in the community, the average mana of creatures there ranged in the low 40s.

    In contrast, creatures in the other two locations had mana levels in the 20s or 30s.

    "Please wait a moment."

    Nodding at my request, the mage began preparations, while Kim Yul and An Kijun, who had arrived by then, murmured among themselves.

    "Now it really feels like a game. Earlier, that was like the beginner's village, right?"

    "Something like that."

    While we chatted, the mage announced the completion of their preparation and called us over.

    As we stepped onto the drawing, a bright light filled our vision, much like when Ahel activated space magic.

    When the light subsided and our sight returned...

    "We are entering a corrupted area."

    We had arrived at the forward base, surrounded by high palisades.

    The two next to me, experiencing a teleportation spell for the first time, fell back onto the ground with a thud.

    But they were too absorbed with their surroundings to care about having fallen.

    "Oh, it looks quite authentic, doesn't it?"

    "It's like a scene from a movie, kind of cool."

    While Kim Yul and An Kijun expressed their amazement, I narrowed my eyes, focusing on the message window.

    Unlike them, I was receiving continuous messages.

    「Capitalism Trait is detected.」

    「Information on the promised recommendation missions for the support target is provided. The map function is activated.」

    「The map function is synthesized with Mana Detection. Automatic detection commences.」

    Once all the messages concluded, a new, unfamiliar window appeared.

    Dots, indicating recommended missions, were scattered in various locations around the corrupted area on the map.

    Centered on me, within a radius of approximately 400 meters, red and blue points along with different specks moved unpredictably.

    This was unmistakably...

    'A radar.'

    Unintentionally, the corners of my mouth twitched upward.

    * * *

    Many things had changed since the server was connected.

    In Kim Yul's experience, the most significant change was the mission process.

    'Before, they'd just drop us straight in the mission zone.'

    Now, players safely traveled to the forward base from the main camp before entering the corrupted area.

    Despite the extra steps, the consensus on the community was positive.

    The benefits accumulated from these additional steps were vastly apparent.

    'We can withdraw mid-hunt.'

    If injuries were severe or the risk appeared too great, one could retreat instead of fighting to the bitter end.

    Mission completion wasn't an obligation any longer.

    'Fewer people will die now.'

    When Kim Yul first read the news in the community, he was quite pleased.

    Though it held little current significance for him.

    "Why complain over such trivial matters? Just push through without resting."

    Ever since the early days of the game, K showed a different level of resilience.

    'There were hints when he was teaching mana manipulation, but make no mistake...'

    He underestimated the extent.

    Once we entered the corrupted area, K hadn't stopped for a moment.

    He relentlessly killed, killed, and killed monsters the size of pigs bearing rhino-like horns.

    With every swing of K's sword, a creature's head would drop, or its body would be bisected.

    Initially, the pace of his hunt left Kim Yul awestruck, trailing in awe.

    Kim Yul's hunts usually involved two or three people pinning down a creature while others would deliver the finishing blow.

    This was why K's style of slaying a monster with each swing appeared daunting.

    Yet after an hour of repetition, the tasks ceased to thrill or impress.

    The sole thought consuming him was that keeping up was hard.

    "Will you keep slacking off? Catch up."

    "I... I can't, I just can't anymore!"

    Finally, Kim Yul collapsed to the ground, raising his voice in exhaustion.

    The repeated hunting escalated his chaos points, gnawing away at his patience and self-control faster than usual.

    With Kim Yul's surrender, An Kijun, dragging himself along, too inhaled slowly before lowering his weapon.

    "This is ridiculous! This is sheer abuse!"

    The grievances accumulated throughout the relentless hunt were about to spill when...

    "I said I'd hunt with you, not drag you through hell..."

    "Shut your mouth."

    K's eyes turned cold as he pointed his longsword at Kim Yul's throat.

    "Are you out here for fun?"

    The somber tone added weight to his words.

    "Do you think you can use a revival item to come back to life if you die? Is that why you're yelling in an area swarming with monsters?"

    K's eyes glimmered with a fleeting blue hue while staring down at him.

    Faced with that piercing gaze, the complaints he thought he could voice vanished.

    "N-no, it's just that your pace is too fast..."

    "Then go back."

    "......."

    "If you don't intend to leave, stand up immediately."

    Faced with the icy warning, An Kijun retrieved his weapon.

    Though expressing slight dissatisfaction, Kim Yul eventually rose to his feet.

    Seeing this, K sighed deeply in frustration.

    "Given how much you're complaining, I can guess the type of hunting you've been doing, but honestly, this pace isn't even strenuous."

    "......."

    "The proof is you still have the strength to run your mouth."

    Clicking his tongue in annoyance, K tilted his head as he continued.

    "I don't roll like that. If I hunted leisurely like your party did, I wouldn't have accumulated this much mana on my own."

    "......."

    "Today's target is over 3,000 mana per person, equivalent to running two level-3 zones. If you don't like my pace, go back. I'm not going to beg you to stay."

    After the repeated warnings and lectures, Kim Yul murmured apologetically.

    "... Sorry, I was complaining too much."

    Having glared down at the relatively short Kim Yul, K turned now to An Kijun.

    "Yokai, if this is too much for you, I advise you to leave. Though I owe you, helping accumulate mana, I'm not in the habit of coddling unwilling parties."

    Upon An Kijun's reply, Kim Yul bit the inside of his cheek.
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    "I... have no complaints. Such opportunities don't come by often, and I was the one who asked for your help first. I'll be imposing a bit longer on you."

    As An Kijun mentioned, this was indeed an opportunity.

    They had gathered as much mana in 2 hours as Yang Hyewon's party would usually require two to three missions to collect.

    Of course, the process was challenging but not unbearable.

    Their bodies had all become accustomed to it.

    K was maintaining a steady pace that the players could endure.

    An Kijun had realized this early on, which is why, unlike Kim Yul, he followed along without a word of complaint.

    'Oh, how embarrassing.'

    Normally, An Kijun would grumble incessantly, so he should have noticed the odd silence sooner.

    He simply thought he was being cautious because it was his first time meeting K.

    'Get yourself together.'

    Kim Yul didn't want to miss the opportunity to strengthen his connection with K.

    While Kim Yul was resolving himself, K and An Kijun exchanged words.

    "Then let's keep going at this pace."

    "Yes, yes."

    "By the way, you can speak comfortably to me. You're older, aren't you?"

    For a moment, Kim Yul tilted his head.

    'Did I mention Kijun's age?'

    No, they never did.

    Glancing at An Kijun, his visible discomfort confirmed he hadn't mentioned it either.

    So, how did K know An Kijun's age?

    'Did he investigate?'

    Before Kim Yul could fully ponder the question, An Kijun responded nervously.

    "Uh... then you speak casually too. It's awkward if I'm the only one."

    "If I talk casually, it's easier for me."

    Once they established their terms of address, they resumed hunting.

    A pace where the intervals between battles were short and there was almost no rest.

    Thanks to K finding the next monster as soon as he killed one, it was possible.

    'He must definitely have some sort of detection magic.'

    Even after purchasing both Invisibility and detection, he still had more mana than Kim Yul.

    The rate at which K's mana increased was incomparable to others.

    'Most others would barely have considered buying one skill by now.'

    Yet, K had two confirmed ones already.

    By tirelessly grinding, he was bound to gather mana quickly.

    'Maybe I should buy a detection one too...?'

    No, I should save steadily and buy the attribute stone first.

    That way, I could use higher-ranked magic as well.

    Kim Yul turned off the shop entirely to avoid impulsive purchasing.

    And then, as they killed, killed again, and killed some more, immersing themselves in a different kind of hunting for tens of minutes.

    Kim Yul wiped the sweat from his face and hoisted his sword, twitching slightly.

    Every time he turned his head, the monsters he saw were now all dead and sprawled out.

    "What's this, why is it so quiet? Did we catch all the nearby monsters?"

    "Looks like it, it's suddenly become calm?"

    Rubbing his trembling arms, An Kijun exchanged looks with K while responding to Kim Yul's words.

    Before An Kijun could directly question K, Kim Yul interjects.

    "The 1-star indicated here, was it originally level 3? Is it normally like this here?"

    The missions from levels 1 to 2 were grouped under a beginner's section.

    You had to gather 1000 mana there to use the gate leading to the stronghold.

    "It's about time the Connection appears."

    "Connection? What's that?"

    K was staring intently at a seemingly empty area.

    "When you entered here, a mission window popped up, right?"

    "Yes."

    "The part marked as Messeo."

    Kim Yul and An Kijun simultaneously opened their mission windows.

    **MISSION**

    「Purification of Polluted Land ★ (03-211)」

    Exterminate all enemies within a certain range and destroy the Messeo.

    - Messeo (0/1)

    「Rewards」

    Choose one of the following rewards:

    - 60 mana, 3 reputation

    - 30 attribute mana, 6 reputation

    No sooner had they confirmed the details, K spoke with a casual tone.

    "It's a bit dangerous there, so let's rest here and go in."

    "How long?"

    "20 minutes, refill your mana."

    "Okay."

    Kim Yul immediately responded while approaching K.

    "What exactly is Messeo?"

    K glanced at him and replied with a soft sigh.

    "Something that has to be eliminated whenever seen."

    "Why?"

    "Because it's dangerous."

    For some reason, K's voice seemed a bit heavier.

    "How dangerous—"

    "Aren't you going to drink the potion?"

    Kim Yul hurriedly emptied the potion under K's urging. Though he tried to gauge the atmosphere, the situation made it hard to ask the question again.

    Ultimately, he decided to steer the conversation in a completely different direction.

    "What should we eat in Habon afterwards? I saw some restaurants when moving toward the main gate. I asked the locals yesterday about where's good."

    K shook his head with an uninterested expression.

    "Some other time. There's little time to spare if we want to move on."

    "Move on? Are you heading back to Earth?"

    "No."

    Before Kim Yul could even ask where he was heading, K opened his mouth first.

    "Talking about food makes me crave jjamppong."

    Now he was outright blocking the conversation.

    'Makes it impossible to ask more.'

    Though Kim Yul clicked his tongue inwardly, he casually responded to K's words.

    "Spicy soup is great, but I'd vote for a hot pot loaded with Spam."

    At first, he thought the ongoing discussion about food was merely blocking future questions.

    However, as the conversation stretched a bit longer, the underlying intention began to surface.

    While still exchanging words about delicious food, An Kijun finally asked K with a question regarding a certain locale.

    "There's a branch of that restaurant in Huam-dong too. Have you been, by any chance?"

    "Ah?... Occasionally."

    K's simple question, not too long, brought about a sense of incongruity.

    'Huam-dong?'

    Why specifically mention a branch located there?

    Kim Yul was not the only one who harbored the doubt.

    "But doesn't that place have locations elsewhere too? Why mention Huam-dong..."

    "Because that's where you live."

    "... Who does?"

    "You do."

    K's monotonous answer left An Kijun's expression rigid.

    "Ah."

    And soon, a faint laugh reverberated alongside K's murmured words.

    "I didn't know you hadn't mentioned it. My mistake."

    Kim Yul chuckled inwardly, shaking his head.

    Never, in all his life, had he heard someone lie in such an obvious way.

    No, it appeared as if he intentionally let it slip.

    'And, the earlier age talk confirms it. He did investigate An Kijun.'

    It made sense why K instantly accepted the hunting invitation and arranged a meeting.

    His real agenda was to give a warning to An Kijun for contacting someone close to him.

    'This implies he also might go after Kijun's family, should it come to that.'

    Kim Yul sighed as he tasted the bitterness in his mouth.

    'Such a sly fox.'

    It seemed K especially treasures the facade of family.

    Unlike himself, perhaps.

    'I should avoid his family area, even by chance.'

    Making that resolution, Kim Yul looked askance at K's profile while eating his purification pills.

    'Never sees him eat purification pills.'

    They'd been hunting monsters for nearly three hours.

    Both Kim Yul and An Kijun absorbed nearly a thousand mana and ate purification pills religiously.

    But K didn't. Could he be a Beta like Ahn Hyewon, who has innate purification?

    'Or perhaps, more fitting as an Alpha, seeing his fearless demeanor.'

    The known information about the difference between the two ranks was simply that purification traits were either non-growth or growth types.

    'I still don't exactly know how they differ, though.'

    Surely, an Alpha would be better since it's a higher grade.

    He was tempted to ask about it, yet hesitated.

    K's repeated blocking of questions so far caused that.

    But, if he backed down because he received a few refusals, he wouldn't be Kj from his codename.

    'You miss a hundred percent of the shots you don't take.'

    If K answers, that's great; if he ignores me, I'm no worse off.

    To also ease up the tensed atmosphere with An Kijun silent all the while.

    "Are you not eating purification pills? Need some?"

    Offering the white sphere in his hand, K laughed and replied.

    "I took the promotion test."

    "Oooh, higher rank?"

    No denial as he deliberately phrased his comment to tease out information.

    K just shrugged his shoulders and gestured towards a purification pill.

    "If you have to keep managing it, isn't it inconvenient?"

    "Still, I'm pretty leisurely with it. I can endure until 50, after all."

    There were quite many players who, with chaos values reaching 20, would snarl like madmen.

    In that sense, Kim Yul rarely caused trouble due to his chaos values.

    At most, it led to him being excessively irritable.

    "Was your whining earlier because of chaos value?"

    "Can't say it wasn't."

    "How much is it now?"

    "Around 38?"

    "Take this chance to lower it significantly. Earned plenty, right?"

    "Yes, yes."

    Kim Yul, seamlessly continuing the conversation, discreetly swallowed hard.

    'Alpha is really rare.'

    Only about 200 out of the first batch of players took the promotion test.

    Of the second batch, with tutorial periods shortened from five to two days, 1839 took it.

    And only a fraction of them even reached Alpha.

    'Combining both first and second batch players, around a hundred might ascend to Alpha?'

    Hence, only a very tiny minority—0.1% of 100,000 players—could ascend to Alpha.

    With that rarity alone, there was no harm in getting to know him better under good conditions.

    'Frankly, based on conditions alone, being with K's party seems better than with Bunny nuna.'

    This resembles the decision of whether to become a trainee at a big agency, different from becoming one at a small agency with no major artists.

    Of course, making it through the agency depends solely on individual effort...

    But which agency one joins significantly affects how easily they can scale the heights of success.

    But regrettably, K doesn't organize parties.

    If he decided to recruit party members, his renown alone would attract quite an interest...

    'Why might that be? He doesn't seem to lack social skills.'

    He can handle non-serious jokes and doesn't seem daunted by interacting with people.

    His sense of clear mission and ability to involve others to achieve it were apparent.

    This means he isn't someone who struggles with team play.

    Though he handled complaints a bit authoritatively...

    'That, in turn, implies he has charisma, right?'

    Fundamentally, K seemed equipped with a decent amount of leadership qualities.

    Which is why Kim Yul thought he must enter K's party if he ever forms one.

    'Not that I dislike Bunny nuna or anything, but...'

    This felt like a gut instinct.

    Just like during trainee days, whenever there was that one individual—

    Someone whom you'd instinctually think, if debuting with them, life's upcoming challenges would lighten.

    K was that kind of person, and Kim Yul sincerely wished to be part of K's party.

    Although K adhered to solo play and continued his unique path...

    'If I can't be a party member, I should at least be a friend.'

    As An Kijun exchanged greetings with K and subtly established a competitive atmosphere.

    'Remember, K and I barely communicated to set up this meeting.'

    If he continued doing nothing, K might grow even closer to An Kijun.

    Kim Yul contemplated how to align himself within K's circle.

    Then suddenly.

    "You never fail to impress."

    K exhaled a hollow laugh as he murmured.

    "What?"

    Keeping a close lookout, Kim Yul immediately responded.

    "Why suddenly?"

    Instead of kindly explaining, K lazily tapped his fingers resting on his knees, lost in thought.

    But not getting an answer wouldn't deter Kim Yul.

    "What exactly are you thinking?"

    Prodding his face slightly forward as he repeated his query, K finally turned to face him.

    Caught in the gaze of K's eyes, Kim Yul momentarily stiffened, his shoulders shivering.

    For an instant, it was as if he glimpsed a blue glint within the brown depths.

    'Surely, wasn't it before...'

    Suppressing a sudden dry swallow, Kim Yul slightly leaned back his face.

    For a moment, he wondered if he had unwittingly incited K's anger, causing him to watch his manners.

    Fortunately, somebody else had caught K's ire.

    - K: Just pondering how to trounce those bastards.

    Understanding the unexpected message window took no time.

    Within a few minutes, the vague outlines of strangers emerged from between the dense trees and thickets.

    Damned System
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    Connecting the two servers and making hunting easier was certainly an advantage.

    However, like all things, if there were advantages, there were bound to be disadvantages too.

    A significant issue arose as hunting became easier: the Chaos level increased at a faster pace than before.

    Players, with heightened aggressiveness and diminished patience, began to turn their weapons on each other.

    Disputes within parties were somewhat better in comparison. They usually ended with just a few punches and minor injuries.

    The real trouble emerged when conflicts arose with other parties.

    Without any sense of camaraderie or fellow feeling, they willingly resorted to lethal force.

    Kareem's party could not escape this tragedy either.

    Unfortunately, many players gathered in the Fran Forest where they had settled, and a trivial argument over hunting areas quickly escalated into a violent situation.

    As a result, Kareem had to endure seven battles in one day yesterday alone.

    Through this process, several players lost their party members. They realized this as they looked at their mana, which had more than doubled overnight.

    "It's more profitable to hunt players."

    Catching one player was better than catching dozens of monsters. The difficulty was not significantly different, yet one could gain several times the mana.

    "Coming over to Bihar means you've passed the beginner's phase."

    Catching players holding at least a thousand mana was, of course, more profitable than catching monsters with 30 to 50 mana.

    Those who realized this formed a tacit compromise. Nine individuals gathered with the purpose of hunting players, not monsters. Kareem was also one of them, setting out for the hunt as soon as the sun rose.

    The first target was a party composed of three members. Kareem monitored them from atop a tree.

    "Looks like we've found a big catch."

    Roaming the corrupted area for a couple of hours using an Invisibility skill stone to search for prey, suddenly, a loud voice made Kareem approach stealthily.

    He found a party consisting of a guy wearing armor obstinately standing his ground. There were only three of them.

    While summoning his fellow party members who were hunting elsewhere, Kareem examined the equipment of the masked player meticulously.

    "There's not a single issued item."

    The longsword in his hand and the two daggers strapped to his waist were not the supply weapons given in the tutorial.

    He needed to hunt this guy using whatever means necessary. Only then could he become stronger faster and take possession of what was left in the corrupted area.

    Kareem licked his lips while looking at the masked player. Among his loot, Kareem especially coveted the armor.

    'I must take that.'

    Armor was generally more expensive than weapons. Yet, catching that guy would mean getting that expensive armor for free.

    Although he hesitated momentarily upon first witnessing the masked player hunting... the glistening items before his eyes were too tempting to resist.

    - Vitamin C: We've formed a siege net. They definitely don't have detection, right?

    Kareem's party consisted of nine members. Triple the number compared to the target. Even if the masked guy seemed unprepared, in the end, he was just one person.

    He couldn't possibly defeat nine of them.

    Kareem relayed the target's movements to his party members.

    - Lion: They definitely don't. I've been tailing them for over 30 minutes, and they haven't reacted.

    - Pasta: What are they doing now?

    - Lion: Hunting.

    - Pasta: Still? They were hunting when you discovered them, right?

    - Lion: They must have a lot of mana.

    - Fairy Tail: Considering they're wandering corrupted areas in threes, they must be prepared. You said their equipment is different too?

    - Lion: How many times do I have to say it? One of them is even wearing armor.

    - Thor: Better be on guard.

    - Clover: There's only three of them anyway. Bind them and stab them from behind, simple as that. Why are we hesitating? Let's hit them!

    - Vitamin C: Even so, just in case, let's wait until they run out of mana and start resting.

    As most party members agreed with Vitamin C's plan, clover grumbled, retracting slightly. Fortunately, before Clover's patience wore thin, the target stopped hunting and took a break.

    Kareem immediately called the party members who were on standby nearby.

    - Lion: Hurry up, they're drinking potions.

    Urged by Kareem, Vitamin C and the eight party members quickened their pace. By the time the blond-haired kid sensed something was wrong and stood up, it was already too late.

    Surrounded from all sides with their escape routes covered, the distance was closed in.

    Then, when they got close enough to see each other with the naked eye.

    "Wow, that masked bastard is really flashy."

    "I'll take the daggers, right?"

    "Don't be ridiculous, I'll be taking them."

    The party members standing before their prey each voiced their intentions, licking their lips. Finally, Kareem released his Invisibility and joined them.

    Past momentarily approached Kareem and asked.

    "Hey, is there no spear?"

    "I haven't seen any."

    "That's unfortunate. I wanted a new weapon."

    While Kareem exchanged words with Pasta, Vitamin C stepped forward.

    "This line is kind of cliché, but... it would feel off if I didn't say it, right?"

    Though he wore a kind expression and spoke in a rather gentle voice, he nonetheless made a threat.

    "If you want to live, give up everything you have."

    It was merely a formality; he didn't actually intend to let them live.

    'I never planned on letting them live in the first place.'

    The slaughter and the consequent rewards from last night were enough to numb any aversion to murder.

    Even without that, Kareem had no hesitation about killing people. He had already killed many while working as a mercenary for a terrorist organization.

    'The mana is my objective anyway.'

    Nonetheless, the reason for not killing them immediately was simple. If they stored their belongings in the inventory upon death, retrieving them was impossible.

    Before killing, they needed to extract everything.

    This game provided perfect conditions for human's hidden violent tendencies to surface, unknowingly even to themselves.

    Clover, who understood this better than anyone, urged the party members.

    "Why bother with polite words? Let's at least gather what they have on the outside."

    Thanks to consuming the purification pill after a killing spree and thereby lowering the Chaos level, clover still displayed particularly hasty and rough traits.

    As he stepped forward, cracking his neck from side to side, others exchanged sly smiles and gripped their weapons tightly.

    Despite their confidence in their skills, they couldn't help but feel tense. After all, nine sharp blades were directed toward them.

    But the reaction that ensued caught everyone present completely off guard.

    "You sure act tough for mere robbers."

    Blunt derision, dismissal, and scoffing.

    The masked player clicked his tongue while standing on one leg.

    "Was that you guys causing a ruckus in the Fran Forest yesterday? The air is still reeking with the stench of blood."

    Pasta, who stood next to Kareem, reflexively lifted an arm to sniff himself.

    "Hey, do I stink?"

    Kareem turned to look at Pasta with an incredulous expression. As if displeased by Kareem's gaze, Pasta frowned and questioned indignantly.

    "Otherwise, how do they know what we did?"

    "In this situation, not knowing would be strange. We came blatantly to rob. Plus, there's a post up in the community, remember?"

    After the servers connected, a new board was established aside from the global board: one for each outpost.

    Several witness accounts had been posted on the Habon board already.

    「Title: Beware of those in the Fran Forest - Author: Apollo」

    「Title: Avoid the Fran Forest east of Habon 4th Outpost. Some folks don't manage their Chaos (8) - Author: Hope」

    「Title: Saw a PK in the Fran Forest and ran away (28) - Author: Boutonniere」

    It was only the second day since the servers connected. There couldn't be many who actively committed law-forbidden deeds on Earth.

    Thus, associating the post with their organized actions targeting players wasn't all that difficult.

    "Ha, seems you're not grasping the situation..."

    "Damn, learning to shut up, aren't you?"

    A sarcastic tone laced with derision, the mocking voice continued.

    "Your boasting is impressive, masked guy."

    Wanted—by Clover and others—as they rushed out. Yet, a blue flash appeared from behind the masked player, and party members screamed.

    Startled by the unanticipated situation, those present turned their attention in that direction.

    Two of the wasted party members behind the masked player fell to the ground, and a gap opened for the masked player's group to escape.

    They, too, likely communicated among each other via chat like Kareem's party did. It was a perfect timing too perplexing otherwise.

    "Of course, that is if you can actually manage that."

    The masked player, putting away their spear and kicking aside Clover and Pasta, turned to flee.

    Their escape was accompanied by a black, pointed object thrown onto the heads of the collapsed party members on the ground.

    Thunk, thunk.

    An even, repetitive sound echoed, followed by Vitamin C's urgent voice.

    "Grab them!"

    At last, the stiffened party members chased after the masked player. Kareem was no exception. However, he unknowingly slowed down as they ran.

    To claim the items, one should lead the chase, but instead, he was falling back.

    It was because of a faint odor he detected while passing the corpses of the party members who died in an instant.

    Length roughly 15 cm, and about 3 to 4 cm thick, was it? A clear burnt smell emanated from the corpses, some mysterious sharp objects embedded in their foreheads.

    That same smell, akin to burnt flesh, he had occasionally encountered on battlefields.

    'What was it?'

    Kareem didn't know the source of the blue light that sliced through his vision.

    Focused on the masked player, he hadn't clearly seen what that light from the side actually was.

    'Fire? Or a flashbang?'

    That couldn't be. Chemical weapons and electronic devices cannot be brought into Bihar. The system directly specified this in the revised manual.

    So what was that blue light he saw earlier?

    The more he pondered, rather than calming, his unease intensified.

    In the meantime, the gap between them and the target narrowed considerably. This only exacerbated Kareem's discomfort.

    The masked player just ran without responding to those throwing daggers behind him. While it might be to avoid a clash given the inferior numbers...

    'Why isn't he using that blue flame again?'

    It was odd. An indescribable sense of oddness lingered.

    "Hey!"

    Yet, before Kareem could delve deeper into his thoughts, he snapped back to reality.

    The leading guys suddenly halted, gazing up at the sky. Upon following their line of sight, Kareem found himself at a loss for words.

    The individuals who had just engaged in a chase were ascending mid-air.

    Trotting upwards, stepping on these red, translucent panels similar to stairs, they ascended higher.

    Finally, they disappeared beyond the dense foliage.

    "Is it a flight skill?"

    "No, they're stepping on something below them."

    "Is that possible? What is it?"

    "Does anyone have a bow?"

    "Forget the bow; just climb the tree!"

    Their party members frowned, staring upwards. But they didn't have the luxury to bother over it.

    Creak, snap, threatening sounds began resonating.

    As those sounds grew clearer, even the ground seemed to tremble.

    Thud, thump-thump-thump.

    A deep rumble reminiscent of something enormous moving filled the air.

    A sense of calm tinged with extreme anxiety enveloped Kareem. He turned toward the sound's origin.

    'It's coming fast.'

    Unfortunately, the only player with a detection-type magic within their party perished when the encirclement broke.

    Thus, they had only physically sensed it after realization hit—a large entity approaching all along.

    Though becoming a player heightened senses, the range wasn't as vast as when using magic.

    This had led to their current predicament.

    They had only been aware of the sound and tremor seconds ago, and they could already visually pinpoint its source.

    Tearing through the densely packed trees, barreling like a mad bull, a gigantic beast got closer by the moment.

    -Help, save me!

    Why did the voice of a player whose head was severed by his blade last night ring in his ears at this very moment?

    "Run!"

    Damned system
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    Ever since Kim Yul screamed, there had been someone lurking nearby.

    On the map, the color was marked in red.

    'Monsters are in black, the Bihari in blue.'

    And the red signified a player.

    They couldn't be seen with the naked eye, but the map merged with my Mana Detection showed it clearly.

    It was obvious that they were following us, hiding their presence.

    Initially, I thought about capturing them to give them a lesson but soon changed my mind.

    That person might leave, or there could be even more of them around.

    If it was the former, I'd let it go, and if the latter, I planned to clean it all up without leaving any lingering threat.

    Actually, perhaps I was holding onto some hope.

    'I thought the humanity I know isn't so weak.'

    Even though we were in a world beyond the reach of the law, I didn't think they were petty enough to immediately turn a sword on others.

    Even after experiencing Han Changshik's incident, I still held onto a sliver of hope for people.

    Hence, I wished for the person lurking nearby to return instead of attacking us.

    However, as always, reality wasn't a beautiful story from a fairy tale.

    There were nine people targeting not monsters but us.

    It had only been a day since the servers connected, yet there were already nine people who decided to kill other players, not monsters.

    My mouth tasted bitter, but I had no intention of taking it quietly.

    'Well, this is perfect.'

    I intended to clean up everything at once.

    Leaving them would only hinder ordinary players trying to grow.

    I devised a plan to apprehend them all at once.

    - K: Run back at my signal.

    - Yokai: Are you crazy? You want me to walk into that group?

    - K: I'm not forcing you. It's your decision.

    - K: But if you ignore my opinion, handle what follows on your own.

    - K: Don't blame me if you get surrounded and stripped by those folks.

    - Kj: What if I follow your plan?

    - K: At least I won't let you die.

    - Kj: ...... When should I run?

    - K: Now.

    - K: Get on the red thing in front.

    I turned off the chat window I had been using until a moment ago and spoke.

    "You both listen well."

    Kim Yul and An Kijun, who came up before me, turned to look at me stiffly.

    Them, as well as I, were standing on a horizontally positioned barrier.

    The height was roughly 20 meters, similar to the 8th or 9th floor of an apartment building.

    If the opponent was an ordinary human, I didn't need to worry about them following us up here.

    'But they aren't.'

    A player could use the trees to jump up as much as they wanted.

    'They're probably just flustered and watching like dogs chasing chickens.'

    They might soon figure out a way to catch up.

    'Let's hurry.'

    I had no intention of letting them come up.

    Of course, I wouldn't just let them go, even if they gave up on us.

    Fortunately, there was a way to get things done without lifting a finger.

    An evolutionary species, which hadn't made a move around the Messeo, detected the intruders and was running towards us at a terrifying speed.

    The Mana I could read with Detection was around 600 or 700.

    'It's bigger than the large crocodile I caught last time.'

    Not only was its Mana large, but its physique seemed much bigger.

    So, the trees in the direction it was coming from were shaking and collapsing wildly.

    The silhouette that I caught glimpses of was comparable in size to a large bus.

    Finally, something unexpected was noticed atop the head of the emerging evolutionary species.

    Just as we bore a symbol representing outsiders, they too had something attached.

    A black star the size of a human head.

    "What, what is that...?"

    As I was observing the evolutionary species, An Kijun asked in a trembling voice.

    "Evolutionary species."

    Having briefly answered, I lowered myself on the horizontal barrier.

    By then, the gazes of those who had been watching us from below shifted sideways.

    They had recognized the approach of the evolutionary species.

    I intended to gather information through their clash with the evolutionary species.

    For that, I needed to prevent their escape.

    Initially, I retrieved a sharp weapon about 15 cm long from the inventory and handed it to Kim Yul.

    A weapon made of black wood that had been completed a couple of hours ago.

    "I'll lend you this, so stop anyone climbing the trees."

    "Huh?"

    "And don't interrupt me now."

    Without waiting for their response, I calmly started the Magic array.

    It was the structure used for barriers, but its scale was unfathomably large compared to usual.

    'I can manage up to a 20-meter diameter.'

    With what Mana I had, I could barely maintain it for about a minute.

    'Let's make it ample.'

    If I tried to save Mana and made it small, it would be troublesome if they managed to escape.

    It took quite a bit of time to implement the barrier because of its larger scale compared to what I usually made.

    "Run away!"

    Of course, I wasn't too late.

    "What is this?!"

    "No way!"

    "Break it! Clear this thing right now!"

    A dome with a 20-meter diameter that the evolutionary species entered.

    At that moment, the barrier meant to block external shocks transformed into a prison trapping the sacrifices inside.

    The players trapped within screamed.

    Naturally, the evolutionary species trapped inside targeted the players.

    "Huff, huff."

    I focused intensely, holding each bit of Mana to maintain the barrier.

    Additionally, I had to maintain the platform we were standing on, which truly tested my limits.

    Every time the evolutionary species slammed into the barrier, the array seemed on the brink of shattering.

    However, it wasn't beyond endurance.

    It was akin to running in a dream, managing to barely endure with desperate effort.

    'A complete version is indeed stronger.'

    The barrier formed from proper Magic arrays known through the store was about five times sturdier.

    If I had blocked the evolutionary species with my barrier divided in shape and size as desired, it would have shattered by now.

    Yet, without knowing the reason, there was no way to address this issue.

    'Self-study has its limits.'

    Understanding how to apply Magic arrays through segmentation and manipulation from the store is clearly limited.

    Should I seek guidance from Rashar?

    'No, her high rank is due to divinity.'

    Her Mana is not natural but altered due to divine intervention.

    Moreover, she isn't a mage but a knight.

    If I was to learn something from Rashar, it would likely be swordsmanship or spearmanship.

    As my thoughts reached that point, the face of a mage I knew flickered in my mind.

    'I'd rather ask Rashar to introduce me to another mage than go to him.'

    I clicked my tongue briefly, shaking off the orange hair I had seen even this morning from my mind.

    "Ugh."

    Fortunately, the impact felt yet again didn't allow my thoughts to linger.

    Clenching my teeth, I looked down to see the scene within the barrier.

    'Already two.'

    One victim was dangling while screaming, impaled by the horn protruding between the evolutionary species' forehead and nose.

    Another lay dead, crushed by the evolutionary species.

    Including the two whom I paralyzed and confirmed kills with attribute mana while breaking their encirclement, a total of four became incapacitated or dead.

    Seeing them not using attribute mana or magic, I surmised they were all Gamma-rank players.

    'Then the remaining five will die soon.'

    I picked up a potion, ready to maintain the barrier for a little longer.

    'I should drink some potion.'

    Despite downing three potions in quick succession, the depletion rate surpassed the recovery.

    At best, I could endure for 2 to 3 minutes?

    'Still, it should suffice.'

    While monitoring the massacre below after finishing off one more potion, Kim Yul's rigid voice rang out.

    "Do we... just keep doing this here?"

    Glancing at him, I lightly mirrored the query.

    "Then? Are you going down to help?"

    Kim Yul's fingertips twitched.

    "Th-that's not it...."

    His words said otherwise, but his intentions were transparent.

    Though cunning, he had lived within the bounds of normalcy.

    Watching people die couldn't possibly be enjoyable for him.

    Just as it wasn't for me.

    Unlike Kim Yul, I felt no obligation to help or save them.

    "I'm not some murder-crazed individual killing senselessly...."

    I slowly got to my feet from where I had been crouched upon the barrier, continuing my words.

    "But I'm not lenient enough to forgive bastards who aim for my neck."

    Those dying within my barrier plotted to consume our Mana by killing us.

    I distinctly saw the intent to kill glinting in their eyes.

    The metallic, nauseating stench that remained pronounced when they approached still lingered.

    'It wasn't the scent of monsters' blood covering them.'

    A sour, damp, and spine-chilling stench.

    It was undoubtedly the scent of human blood.

    The exact metallic scent I detected the day I was drenched in Han Changshik's blood.

    Had those dying inside been merely passersby on a hunting ground, I would have rushed to help.

    I have the capability and the capacity to extend such goodwill and consideration.

    But they weren't passersby who happened to cross paths; they were enemies who raised their swords against me.

    Didn't I make a resolution after killing Han Changshik?

    Not to be swayed by trivial emotions before those who target my life.

    I don't lack aversion to killing or unease toward it.

    Yet, I have no intention of nurturing useless guilt within me.

    The moment they targeted my life, implicit consent was established.

    It was natural for me to target their lives in return.

    'It's as if we've agreed to kill or be killed.'

    In that process, I succeeded, and they failed.

    Just as others failed while they succeeded last night in Fran Forest.

    Although there's no outright evidence of their involvement, I'm nearly certain.

    'I doubt many would openly resort to PK within a day.'

    Moreover, their demise was a consequence they brought upon themselves.

    Although I confirmed the evolutionary species nearby and lured them, it was their choice to follow.

    "So, if you wish to help those bastards, do so with your abilities. I'm not kind enough to stop you from being a pushover."

    After plainly drawing the line, Kim Yul added no more words.

    The only sounds were the cries of the dying players and the roars of the evolutionary species.

    Occasionally, the cracking of trees was audible.

    Of course, it wasn't a one-sided massacre from start to finish.

    They too were players who crossed the novice phase.

    When two more had died and only three remained, they thrust their blades into the evolutionary species with vicious determination.

    Of course, it was futile resistance.

    "Hey, lend me the spear."

    Expecting no resolve from them, I called for Kim Yul's mass-produced spear and threw it down with all my might.

    The spear, cutting through the air, embedded itself in the belly of the one most actively drawing the attention of the evolutionary species.

    Once he collapsed, the remaining two didn't last long.

    Soon, all players, except for us, were either dead or on the brink of death and were scattered on the ground.

    At that moment, I released the large barrier while drinking more potion.

    'Absorption, purification, and implementation, it's chaotic.'

    There's a lot to consider during combat.

    As I dissolved the barrier, the evolutionary species' attention shifted to us, still alive.

    Luckily, it didn't attempt to jump up.

    Instead, it began crashing tree debris toward our position.

    As I deflected them with my spear, I assessed my recovered mana.

    'Though I gained much thanks to those PK perpetrators.'

    Creating a large barrier consumed a significant amount.

    Covering areas that didn't need protection with the barrier wasted Mana.

    In terms of efficiency or usability, dividing the barrier rather than creating it as a complete unit was more advantageous.

    Should the stability issue be addressed, I could use it freely across various situations.

    Organizing some problems, I glanced to my side.

    An Kijun's face was as pale as a sheet of paper.

    'It seems to have worked well.'

    I went to the trouble of luring the PK perpetrators here and trapping them within the barrier just to witness that expression.

    Thus far, things were progressing as intended.

    So now, I needed to replenish my mana and prepare for the evolutionary species raid.

    I calmed myself to keep my body from tensing due to stress.

    I had once faced this evolutionary species, suffering considerable injuries.

    'But back then and now, the cards I hold differ greatly.'

    I could divide the barrier now, and my attribute mana had increased.

    Hence, it should be easier than before.

    "It's dangerous from now on, so stay back."

    "...... Huh?"

    "Make sure the one who got hit by the spear isn't escaping."

    As my Mana replenished to a certain degree, I took a deep breath and jumped down.

    "Graaa!"

    The evolutionary species roared ferociously at my approaching figure.

    Thanks to that, my murmured words were completely drowned out.

    "...... Wu."

    Murmuring my true name, the activation word of the mana accumulation tool, the ring surged with released Mana.

    Upon concentrating it at the spear tip, an unusual white spark flickered.

    Now it's time to confirm the might of over 2,000 attribute mana points.
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    As soon as I used up all the attribute mana stored in the mana accumulation tool, I scratched my neck while looking at the limp evolved species.

    "Hmm..."

    I knew the attribute mana stored in the ring-shaped mana accumulation tool was not insubstantial.

    I had fully expected that unleashing a minimum of 2,000 units of attribute mana all at once would yield significant power.

    'But I didn't expect the outcome to be this extraordinary.'

    I had merely consolidated attribute mana at the tip of my spear and thrust it once.

    That one strike had scorched the evolved species' skin to the point where its original color was unrecognizable.

    I quietly observed the rising smoke from what was now a colossal pile of ash.

    The familiar crackling sound of small embers spreading reminded me of the smell of cooked pork.

    I hadn't used any magic per se; it was merely a large amount of attribute mana unleashed at once. Yet, the power was like this.

    Standing in front of the remains of the evolved species, which now looked like a massive ash heap, I decided to think positively.

    'It could serve as a trump card.'

    With a bewildered yet relieved mind, I turned my back on the dead monster. It was time to go find Messeo.

    But first, there was still a player, not yet dead but unconscious, that I needed to finish off.

    'I received only eight Absorb messages.'

    That meant there was one person still alive somewhere. It was likely the one who had been struck by the spear I had thrown earlier.

    When the others fell to the evolved species, the messages popped up immediately.

    I decided to find that surviving person and deal with it. However, there was no need for me to step in myself.

    "Mana is being absorbed. Some corrupted mana is mixed in."

    The message that appeared when killing a player and absorbing the mana.

    Upon turning my head, I saw Kim Yul, who had somehow descended, gripping the spear I had lent him and trembling.

    The spear, which should have been lodged in the gut of an unknown player, was now planted in his chest.

    It seemed Kim Yul had personally ended the life of the barely breathing player. Observing this quietly, I walked over to Kim Yul and ruffled his hair roughly.

    "Keep doing just like now."

    The advice wasn't about targeting players as an easy way out. It was a comfort not to hesitate when others were aiming for his life.

    One moment's hesitation could mean that Kim Yul would become the one dying.

    In a situation where everyone was targeting each other's lives, only one life could be saved.

    'There's no guarantee that if I stop, the other person will too.'

    In such a case, isn't it obvious who should survive?

    'Trying to prevent the other person's death without being willing to sacrifice my own life is arrogance.'

    Fortunately, at my blunt comfort, Kim Yul simply nodded instead of responding verbally.

    That made my heart slightly uncomfortable. Today's events were something he didn't have to experience.

    In reality, I was here to ensure Yeonwoo and Jinwoo wouldn't go through similar events. So why was Kim Yul, who was the same age as those two, going through this here?

    Just as I swallowed a sigh, I heard the sound of retching.

    "Ugh, ugh!"

    An Kijun, who had descended later than Kim Yul, was leaning against a tree, emptying his stomach.

    After a moment, he straightened himself but rolled his eyes, unable to look at me properly.

    He must have realized that if he didn't pay close attention, he could end up like the sprawled-out players here.

    I allowed myself an unobtrusive satisfied smile. The reason I had bothered to lure the PK criminals here was all to witness this scene.

    An Kijun was different from Kim Yul, who had formed some level of understanding and trust.

    So while the server was linked, I tracked his phone number through a detective agency and did some background checks.

    I entered his house invisible, verifying the appearance of his entire family.

    I had no intention of harming them. But if An Kijun threatened my family for personal gain, I wouldn't hesitate.

    So, I gathered information I could use as leverage, mentioning it repeatedly. I also showed him actions that might seem cruel.

    Although I might have scared him a bit excessively...

    'I need to make sure he doesn't speak recklessly.'

    Making An Kijun fear me was the best way to keep him in line.

    'In fact, it wouldn't be difficult to paralyze nine people simultaneously if I used all my attribute mana.'

    All I'd have to do is spread the mana widely. Still, I opted to let the evolved species kill the players instead of doing it myself.

    'If I attacked, it would merely be violence.'

    Regardless of my abilities, I'm just a human being like An Kijun.

    'No matter what I do, it's hard to instill anything beyond vigilance or caution.'

    But if the evolved species intervenes?

    'Humans fear the unknown more than the known.'

    If I killed a player, it'd just be murder. Everyone living in modern society has encountered murder cases indirectly through the news.

    Although the probability is slim, it's something they think could happen.

    On the other hand, the spectacle of a creature murdering people, a sight completely unfamiliar to them, is...

    'A completely unfamiliar incident, never seen or heard of.'

    It's enough to instill a profound fear beyond mere caution.

    What if I was to subdue that creature during such an event?

    Would the evaluation of me remain at the abstract level of merely being a dangerous person?

    'There's no way.'

    A clear standard has been established that I am stronger than the creature that just slaughtered more than seven players.

    He would fear me and my revenge. At least until he thought he could defeat or contend with me, he wouldn't dare touch my family.

    For now, that was enough.

    'I can suppress him periodically in the future.'

    There are many ways to control An Kijun. So, today, I'll leave it at this.

    "Hyung, it's time to go. We need to destroy the Messeo."

    I called An Kijun while putting my arm around Kim Yul's shoulder.

    "Oh, oh..."

    Soon, with the two of them in tow, I started moving. Now that the guardian-like evolved species had disappeared, others would swarm in to seize the Messeo.

    It needed to be destroyed before that happened.

    Fortunately, the messeo's characteristic swirling mana was marked on the map. As I led the two, I fiddled with the spear in my hand.

    'Again, I've used the sword more than the spear.'

    It was a recurring issue in my combat pattern. Even when starting a fight with a spear, I tended to switch to long swords or daggers before I knew it.

    'At this rate, it's embarrassing to call the spear my main weapon.'

    Should I just switch to having the sword as my primary weapon?

    'Frankly, handling the sword is easier than the spear.'

    While I pondered seriously, we arrived at the location of the messeo. Already, pig-like monsters were gathering and circling around.

    I left the task of dealing with those creatures to Kim Yul and An Kijun, while I focused on destroying the Messeo.

    Of course, the hunting didn't end there for that day. I completed one more purification mission, which is now listed as 1-star with level 3.

    By the time we returned to Habon, the sun was setting. Instead of heading for Rashar's mansion, I led the two to the temple.

    Kim Yul and An Kijun said they wanted to return to Earth.

    So, I took advantage of the situation to ask An Kijun, who had more freedom, for a few favors.

    After sending them off, I used the gate myself. Even though my destination wasn't Earth.

    「Would you like to move to Loborre? (Y/N)」

    The central hub, Loborre, was where I needed to go. An appointment set just yesterday was waiting there.

    'I'll get to see a familiar face.'

    Thinking of the person I had met just once before, I pressed the Yes button.

    * * *

    Second Forward Base connected to Loborre Castle.

    Ethan arrived at the appointed place right on time. The first to gather were engaging in cautious conversation in small groups.

    Among them, Ethan spied Lily, whom he knew well.

    Sensing his gaze, Lily turned to look at him. They exchanged a simple nod, tinged with an awkward air between them.

    This atmosphere was to be expected, given that despite their early government connections and hunting missions, they didn't exactly match well.

    'She's too by-the-book.'

    Perhaps this was why he frequently clashed with Lily anytime they hunted together.

    The relief he felt when forming a new party after breaking ties with her was significant.

    Fortunately, the new party he formed was satisfying, filled with people from MI5 who shared his mindset.

    It was only natural that they got along well, although they hadn't come together today.

    "Ethan Rembrandt," he introduced himself.

    "Ah, mr. Rembrandt. It's great to finally meet you. A pleasure."

    "You as well. I see you all arrived early?"

    "We're all a bit nervous, I suppose."

    "This is our first time meeting K, after all."

    As Ethan exchanged greetings with the players, he naturally blended in with them while also assessing each one discreetly.

    This allowed him to realize that those gathered here fell into two categories.

    One comprised individuals with masks, veils, or lace obscuring their faces. The other included those like Ethan or Lily, whose faces were openly visible.

    'The latter slightly outnumbers the former.'

    These were likely those who had already been exposed to the government.

    As they were already within the influence of public authority, they had no reason to worry about their identities being disclosed.

    In fact, Ethan wasn't too concerned about them knowing his name and face either.

    Even if they did know, they couldn't harm him while he was under the protection of the UK government in reality.

    Conversely, those covering their faces were individuals who still needed to conceal themselves.

    As he surveyed the players around him, scrutinizing and observing them like Ethan did.

    "Everyone here is impressive, don't you think? Their base power easily reaches 3,000 to 4,000, and some have even achieved 5,000," remarked Fabian, the first to greet Ethan, starting a conversation in passing.

    'He must possess a detection magic.'

    Ethan, who was prudently saving his mana to purchase a 3rd-grade rock-based magic, had no abilities or magics outside of mana manipulation.

    Consequently, Lily had managed reconnaissance and scouting during their hunts. Even after forming a new party, the role of scouting was still designated to another player.

    "I don't possess any detection-type abilities!"

    Ethan admitted.

    "Ah, a tank, are you?"

    "Yes."

    Throughout all his hunts, Ethan had maintained the position of a tank. His equipment was steadily increasing, focused on shields and protective gear.

    "I'm a tank myself."

    "Ah."

    "It's good to have someone by my side in the vanguard, so I look forward to working together today."

    "Yes, likewise."

    After exchanging handshakes with Fabian, a thought crossed Ethan's mind.

    'However, I hadn't anticipated people reaching 5,000 so swiftly.'

    The rate at which mana increased had surpassed previous standards. In the past, only K had entered Level 3 among the leading forces.

    This meant failing to exceed the 3,000-mana threshold required for entry, indicating they skipped Level 2.

    Yet, just one day after servers connected and the hunting method changed, they accelerated growth nearly by 1.5 times on average.

    With reports of numbers close to the 5,000 range, one could argue they doubled in growth.

    'With this pace, inducted players should emerge soon.'

    In trying not to fall behind, Ethan had spent the day solely hunting. Just as he contemplated on the evolving dynamic, he was interrupted.

    "Cello, can you calm down a bit?"

    A familiar word reached his ears. Upon turning, he saw a Caucasian woman with a veiled face and a Latin man with furrowed brows glaring at each other.

    "Seriously, how long do you plan on repeating the same thing?"

    Their codenames were Samba and Cello. Among them, Ethan's gaze fell on the woman, eyes hidden behind her veil.

    Codename Cello, the player who responded most sensitively when K proposed today's gathering.

    "Don't you feel uneasy?!"

    Her voice was so sharp, it inadvertently made his brow furrow. As her words hung in the air, the Latin man sighed, shaking his head.

    "Seriously... Just drop it. If you're so dissatisfied, why not just leave instead of bothering others?"

    With that, the man left Cello standing and went to join other players. Watching her nervously biting her nails, Ethan stifled a chuckle.

    'In the end, she showed up.'

    After the talk of a meeting came out, she had so cynically questioned and confronted K.

    'Why do that if she planned to act like this?'

    Ethan's expression soured at Cello's behavior, incomprehensible as it was, but only briefly. A laugh escaped him soon.

    He recalled K's retort to Cello, who fervently refused to believe the gathering was not a trap to capture and steal their mana, demanding proof if otherwise.

    Damned System
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    Chapter 84. Laying the Foundation (9)

    - K: If you're scared, don't come. Don't make it sound like I forced you to come out here.

    'When you look closely, K's personality was quite rough.'

    Despite K's words, Cello insisted on coming to the agreed meeting place. And even now, Cello was repeating the same things talked about in the chat room.

    Ethan found it difficult to understand her way of thinking.

    Why did she keep bringing up such tiresome topics, expressing constant anxiety despite coming here willingly?

    Perhaps she believed someone would empathize with her concerns?

    'There shouldn't be anyone like that here.'

    Everyone present was competent and confident in their skills.

    Even if K attacked them, they believed they wouldn't get overwhelmed. At worst, they had enough skill to escape if needed.

    No one here would voice fears about getting ambushed by K.

    'They would have likely formed alliances behind the scenes, just in case.'

    In fact, Ethan had received such a proposal too—to join forces if something went wrong.

    He declined for various reasons, but it was just logical to take such preparatory measures.

    'It's foolish to come to a gathering of unknown people without any plan.'

    However, behaving like Cello, openly seeking affirmation for anxiety, was unwise, as it could be seen as a lack of confidence.

    Consequently, Cello was ignored by other players and left alone.

    At that moment, a new player arrived.

    "Excuse me, is this the gathering from the group chat today...?"

    "What is your codename? I'm Fabian."

    "Oh! I'm Plumeria. Nice to meet you all."

    "Ethan Rembrandt."

    "I'm Lily."

    Thus, nine people had gathered at the meeting spot. There were 13 players in the group chat organized under K's leadership.

    Even discounting those who had died, nine out of 12 players had shown up. More than half had revealed themselves.

    Ethan found the situation fascinating.

    'Could I have gathered these people so effectively?'

    No, it would have been impossible.

    'I might have tried it.'

    Ethan might have reached out to other players and created a group chat like K had done. But achieving this level of participation seemed unlikely.

    The success of today's meeting was primarily because K had initiated it.

    One of the reasons they had gathered here was to glean information from K, who was not just a competitor among peers but was in a league of his own, a target to aspire to.

    'They probably think he knows something more.'

    And it wasn't a baseless assumption. The classification of mana skills, the evolution species' background, the hole between Bihar and Earth—all information they wouldn't have known without K.

    K was someone always a step ahead.

    He paved paths others had no choice but to follow.

    Having someone like that arrange the meeting inevitably attracted many attendees.

    Ethan checked the time on a stopwatch, the item newly introduced since server linkage had been enabled.

    'Ten more minutes.'

    It was the time left until the appointed hour. There was still time, but just to be safe, Ethan opened the chat window to send K a message since the host had not yet arrived.

    - Ethan Rembrandt: Where are you?

    - K: Loborre, why?

    - Ethan Rembrandt: It seems like everyone who can come is here.

    - K: Already? Are they all on fire or something?

    - Ethan Rembrandt: They were nervous, so they came early.

    - K: Looks like they're scared about hunting a boss mob. LOL.

    - Ethan Rembrandt: To be honest, I'm a bit scared too.

    It would have been a lie to say he wasn't scared. They were going to hunt evolution species—a creature rumored to have potentially decimated a leading party.

    'It's not certain, but probably.'

    The chat room's number suddenly reduced yesterday, and the disappeared name was Zebra.

    Trying to add through other players only returned a message about deceased players, including the last mission party members.

    The conclusion was their annihilation, and opinions suggested they might have encountered an evolution species.

    "We must acknowledge the danger."

    "You don't think something could go wrong with our formation now, do you?"

    "So, what about Zebra's party's decimation yesterday? It's not just about bad luck, is it?"

    "Jelly's words hold weight. If their deaths were indeed due to an evolution species, we must stay alert."

    "I agree there's a degree of danger. But it's absurd for an entire party to be annihilated, isn't it?"

    "Right, Zebra's party cleared Level 2 four times. They wouldn't die so easily."

    Those absent today might have been frightened by that incident yesterday, yet K didn't bother to reassure them, insisting on pushing forward with the hunt as planned.

    This was because today's hunt wasn't only to catch evolution species.

    'More precisely, it's to send a warning to the Russian government.'

    The incident stemmed from a message posted in the chat room several days ago during server connection progress.

    - Maxim: Things are getting weird. The government seems intent on training players to become soldiers.

    Already being monitored by the Russian government and thus quite reliable, Maxim's information elicited a carefree response from K.

    - K: Oh, that's intense.

    - Maxim: This isn't something to laugh about. My family is under government supervision! You know what kind of country Russia is. They have a history of pushing ahead with things others wouldn't even dream of doing because of opposition from human rights groups and political factions.

    Understanding this more than anyone, Maxim couldn't hide his anxiety.

    - Maxim: You said you'd form a group to represent and protect players' positions. How about starting with protecting me?

    - K: Is that really necessary?

    Annoyed by the nonchalant response, Maxim retorted, but K's subsequent words shifted the chat room's atmosphere.

    - K: Don't make a fuss. Players already constitute a military force. If we're active on Earth, we aren't much different from soldiers.

    - K: I think it's not bad to preform a player military. Administrative procedures and base establishments could be cleared ahead of time. It's even better if you can secure a position there.

    - K: Of course, laying a groundwork to act independently without bowing to government orders is necessary.

    Numerous questions followed. K hadn't yet disclosed information about the hole to them, fearing its misuse. Imagine someone intentionally bringing monsters to Earth.

    'At most, I can't stop someone discovering it and causing trouble.'

    K aggressively refrained from appeasing those questioning his words about the hole, asking them to leave rather than doing so.

    - K: If you don't want to believe it, don't. Look at how you responded when I was just answering.

    - K: No need for your nonsense; get lost. I don't want to share info with punks like you.

    After a long silence, Maxim reopened the conversation.

    - Maxim: How exactly can players establish a foundation to act independently of the government? Is there a method?

    - K: Isn't it obvious with the hole opened?

    What K implied was to make government officials recognize that improperly handling players might bring grave consequences.

    The task was straightforward.

    - K: Let's hunt an evolution species someday.

    To bring evolution species beyond the hole, they had to catch it first.

    'It's truly intense.'

    What on earth were they thinking, proposing to send an evolution species to Russia to prove the value of players?

    - K: As I said, it's safe if we transport it with its limbs cut off. It's a pretty good warning and demonstration method.

    Just when Ethan shook his head, chuckling at K's audacity, a bright light emerged from a nearby teleportation magic circle.

    Someone had arrived at the forward base. As the light subsided, seeing the silhouette standing silently on the circle, players with detection-type magic stiffened.

    "Yes...?"

    Noticing Fabian's startled gasp, the masked figure stepped closer.

    'It's K.'

    Having already completed the dungeon entry mission, K had amassed significant mana. It was no surprise players with detection magic were taken aback.

    "You're early. Can we keep introductions brief? I'm K."

    Upon hearing the familiar distinct voice, Ethan felt an urge to greet K with a wide smile immediately.

    However, he restrained himself because he and K had previously agreed to keep their acquaintance private.

    He had to consciously maintain a stoic expression, suppressing any signs of delight.

    Whether K knew or didn't know about Ethan's silent endurance,

    - K: Who are you, looking all clean? Not going to cry today?

    - Ethan Rembrandt: I won't cry!

    K playfully teased Ethan, whom he hadn't seen in a while. Although K's relaxed demeanor was somewhat unfamiliar, it was also refreshing.

    Few players were as close to K as Ethan.

    While Ethan engaged in chat with pride and a slightly puffed-up sense of camaraderie, K finished introductions with others and promptly began checking the essentials for the hunt.

    "Are you Maxim? Have you found a suitable mission location?"

    "Yes, 03-332, average mana in the 40s, and I selected it from the mission list without overlaps, as you mentioned."

    "How about direction and distance?"

    "Approximately 40 minutes east."

    "Alright, then head back to Earth and enter from that direction. We'll start moving along."

    "Alone? What if I encounter monsters...?"

    "Just hold them off until we join. Can't do even that?"

    "..."

    "While Maxim heads in, we'll test our synergy within our respective positions."

    "Let's avoid team kills, alright?"

    K clapped to draw attention and spoke flatly, making his point clear. The players began to move promptly per K's instructions.

    * * *

    The Russian government hadn't taken the bizarre phenomenon happening in the past several months lightly.

    Thanks to that, they had secured a substantial number of players following the first selection.

    Seeing them consistently grow, the government pondered,

    "What if we train them into human weapons?"

    The Russian elite, endlessly greedy for superior national power, believed that strength was necessary to maintain global supremacy.

    To that end, they sought to rigorously control and cultivate players as military force.

    One day, at a military facility hosting the gates to other worlds, a terrifying sound echoed,

    "Keekekeck!"

    It was a cry from a beast spilling black blood, with its four legs severed and jaw ripped apart.

    The confusion caused by the sudden situation was fleeting. The soldiers dispatched for surveillance and alert quickly responded.

    Meanwhile, Maxim, who had crossed over to Earth with the evolution species, staggered backward.

    'It... actually worked?'

    Half-doubting, he was startled by the reality of K's words. Maxim's face turned pale.

    "Get back! Maxim Bugayev, fall back immediately!"

    He was too shocked to respond to the repeated warnings. But at the sound of gunfire in the form of warning shots, he forced himself to pull it together.

    - The bullets probably won't lodge well.

    - Use that to implicitly convey how much influence players could wield later. Have them assess what kind of inconvenience we'd cause them.

    - Make them realize they have to cooperate with us rather than controlling us unilaterally.

    As he stepped back another pace, the advice and warning K had given flashed through his mind rapidly.

    With that, Maxim raised his hands over his head and shouted with a stiffened voice,

    "There's a hole... There's a hole!"

    However, instead of heeding his words, the soldiers advanced, aiming rifles and detaining him. Nonetheless, Maxim persisted in voicing what he had to say.

    "Those damn monsters can come through!"

    The expressions of the soldiers tasked with subduing Maxim hardened at the upper echelon's orders.
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    Chapter 85. The Beginning of Change (1)

    A regular gate that players could use had been established.

    Does this mean that the hole players used to travel back and forth was no longer usable?

    "That couldn't be."

    The gate was merely a means to safely travel to Bihar, and it wasn't mandatory to use.

    "You could say it's just for convenience."

    Players, after all, had to visit the temples because of matters related to the order.

    In other words, the new passage opening up did not mean that the existing hole between the earth and the mission sites would disappear.

    Players could still undertake missions in the traditional manner.

    As evidence, Maxim, who had entered a mission site from Earth, disappeared with the evolved species immediately after destroying the Messeo.

    "The Russian bears might be startled."

    The evolved species I captured was the toughest among those I faced, so they would have a hard time.

    Since they intended to use players, it was only natural to send a warning.

    And let's gradually release some information about the 'hole'.

    "I can't just rely on the Korean government."

    Releasing information about the hole to a vast, unspecified number of people was risky.

    There were always lunatics among the masses who might do something reckless.

    But keeping everything to oneself wasn't an option either.

    Personally, I judged that countries with strong military power should be informed.

    If preparations for war were to be made, knowing about it was essential.

    After much contemplation, I made a conclusion: Inform organizations before revealing it to everyone.

    "At least it might delay individual incidents."

    Of course, being an organization doesn't mean they won't cause trouble.

    In fact, they could be more dangerous than individuals.

    "Their awareness and activity range can't even compare to that of individuals."

    Preventing the misuse of the hole altogether was impossible.

    Never in history have humans ceased war. They were cruel beings.

    They were creatures capable of trampling on others solely for greed, without survival being at stake.

    Therefore, I did not think the world powers would just sit on the information related to the hole.

    But sometimes, choosing the lesser evil over the worst was necessary.

    "If it can't be completely blocked, the only option is to control it as much as possible."

    That was the best I could do at the moment.

    If, while sharing selected information, the players' positions could be solidified, it would be excellent.

    By throwing the evolved species to Russia, both information was disclosed, and the necessity of players was emphasized.

    "They will soon realize attacking an evolved species' hide is not easy without players."

    My tasks were finished for the time being.

    We moved our location after leaving the corrupted area due to Maxim's disappearance.

    And we gathered at a pub within the Loborre Castle, closely monitoring the chat messages Maxim sent.

    While Maxim provided real-time updates, I sat cross-legged, pondering over those who were absent today.

    'Three absentees, one of whom is dead.'

    There was no doubt regarding the death of Codename Zebra.

    One of the remaining absentees was Canadian with Codename Maple Leaf.

    He hadn't given a clear reason for his absence, only saying it was personal.

    The other absentee was Yang Hyewon.

    She, too, hadn't provided a detailed explanation, but I knew the backstory from hearing about it separately.

    'A meeting...'

    She was reportedly attending a meeting with the president and other key cabinet members as a player representative.

    This opportunity was made possible thanks to her background.

    'Who knew she was from the Military Academy.'

    Perhaps due to her unique background, Yang Hyewon was often more involved with the National Intelligence Service or government-related tasks than Kim Yul.

    'It's good to have someone like that among the players.'

    Since she's a player herself, she likely won't blindly side with the government.

    If she establishes her position properly, she might play a role in mediating between both sides in the future.

    'If the opportunity arises, I should give her a lift.'

    After organizing the information about the absentees, I observed the attendees.

    Once the meal was served, the overall atmosphere became somewhat uplifted.

    Whether it was due to learning the method to destroy Messeo for the first time or because there wasn't a single injured person during the hunt, I didn't know.

    However, the atmosphere itself wasn't bad.

    Of course, no one touched any alcohol. They probably hadn't fully relaxed yet.

    Rather than a gathering of intimate friends, it felt more like a get-together of a department with new recruits after New Year's personnel changes.

    Chatter was sparse yet constant and somewhat awkward.

    The atmosphere gradually loosened as everyone ate.

    Naturally, I had no intention of removing my mask, so I refrained from touching any food.

    'It's better than what I expected.'

    If they continue to recruit individuals from different nationalities and expand, it would be beneficial.

    Conflicts arising from this process should be noted, but I wasn't too concerned.

    'Just because people work in the same company doesn't mean they're close to each other, right?'

    As long as everyone stayed true to their shared objective, it didn't matter if they cussed at each other or grabbed collars.

    As I was contemplating future matters, a red dot appeared on the icon for the order's homepage.

    「New post notification.」

    Given that someone among the Biharis, who weren't very adept at using the homepage, posted something, it urged me to check the order community. It was a message from Rashar.

    「Subject: K, it seems you will have to vacate the manor.

    - Author: Rashar Bennett.

    Content: There was a significant clash at the corrupted area. An assembly order has been given. I posted this because I might not be at the manor when you return.」

    Thanks to last night's rigorous training, the post was well-written without typos.

    'Since the Resistance hasn't disbanded yet, I guess she has to go.'

    After leaving a comment acknowledging the post, I stood up.

    Since Maxim's chat had quieted, I intended to return.

    'The task I asked An Kijun to handle when he returned to Earth has been resolved.'

    「Received a chat message from Codename Yokai.」

    「Received a gift from Codename Yokai.」

    「Would you like to accept the gift? (Y/N)」

    Upon clicking "Yes," a window showed that mana was required.

    The system now required mana when using the gifting feature after the server was connected.

    'It must be to restrict the flow of completely disparate civilizations.'

    While modern weapons such as electronic devices, guns, and bombs were excluded, other items could still be exchanged freely.

    Not needing mana when players on Earth sent gifts to one another probably supported this assumption.

    A small amount of mana was required even when withdrawing modern items from the inventory.

    'The System doesn't prevent the exchange of civilizations.'

    But that doesn't mean it welcomes it either.

    It merely doesn't prohibit it, strictly speaking.

    As long as players exist, complete segregation would be impossible.

    'It was likely initiated with some level of compromise.'

    The mana required varied greatly depending on the item.

    There were likely items for which an exorbitant price had to be paid for transferring between different worlds.

    'Probably those technologies or knowledge that the system doesn't want to allow exchanging.'

    Thankfully, the gift sent by An Kijun wasn't excessively expensive.

    Upon receiving the item from An Kijun, I spoke up.

    "I'm leaving first."

    Everyone dining in groups, still keeping an eye on the group chat, turned their attention to me.

    Among them, a player with curly, dark brown hair stood up to question me.

    "Leaving already?"

    Codename Fabian, a French national player as suggested by the name.

    "The hunt is over."

    "I should also get going. My party members are waiting."

    Before Fabian or another player could add anything, Ethan interjected.

    "In fact, I think I should be leaving as well."

    "Me too, got to go hunt."

    Then Lily Evans and a player named Sniper also voiced their intentions to leave.

    Ultimately, it was decided that about half would leave, and the other half would stay.

    "Looks like an unwanted crowd trailing behind."

    Well, it's better than getting delayed unnecessarily.

    Gathering with those who decided to return, we headed to the temple, discussing today's battle.

    "Forming a full party wouldn't be bad."

    "You're right. It was burdensome having more members to distribute mana, but having two tanks allowed us to cover a wider area. It was much easier."

    Our temporary party today had two tank players.

    Fabian stayed behind at the pub, while Ethan walked beside me.

    Lily and Sniper were discussing the contributions of the two tanks, and I agreed with their conversation.

    "For sure, party play is comfortable."

    The hunting I did with Kim Yul and An Kijun could hardly be called party play.

    Since all three of us were melee dealers, it was just having a few extra hands.

    However, the evolved species raid we conducted earlier entailed a systematic group hunt with differing positions.

    The tank efficiently drew aggro up front, and the beast moving out of sight was covered by the bow-wielding ranged dealer.

    It was different from merely increasing the number of hands.

    That made me tempted for a moment.

    'Should I form a party too?'

    However, the temptation quickly waned.

    "Right now, forming one would be pointless."

    Though there were set positions, most players were still a disorganized mass.

    They merely overwhelmed monsters with their exceptional physiques, lacking the skill to handle weapons.

    'If we encounter enemies at the level of those who chased Rashar before, we wouldn't even manage proper resistance and would be annihilated.'

    Even I wasn't adept at wielding the spear I wanted to use as my main weapon.

    The gap between having learned spear techniques and employing them in real-life scenarios was larger than what I vaguely imagined.

    Forming a party could wait until players gained experience and developed tangible skills.

    It would be smoother to establish a party then.

    'Only after being sifted through once.'

    Until then, focusing on my growth was more efficient.

    While heading back, others occasionally initiated conversation with me, to which I lightly responded.

    However, when Lily broached the subject of my personal information, things took a turn.

    "Just because you broadcast your affiliation and name everywhere doesn't mean I have to."

    As I reacted sensitively, Lily immediately tried to defuse the situation.

    "Oh, I didn't mean it like..."

    "Come to think of it, didn't you advertise looking for me on the community back then? Why? To apprehend me?"

    I had no intention of being lenient.

    "Consider this a warning: if I was your target, you should bow out of this gathering."

    I intended to respond extremely sensitively to anyone prying for my information or investigating me.

    "I gathered people for the sake of player cooperation. I have no intention of carrying along someone who doesn't share my sentiments."

    Moreover, I would retaliate using every method at my disposal.

    'That's how I protect my family until everything is in place.'

    Lily promptly issued an apology, but I simply left without replying.

    Since she had already chosen Loborre as her base, there was no need for her to accompany me to the temple.

    I overheard Ethan saying something to Lily in the background.

    Without turning back, I bid Ethan farewell via chat and headed straight to the temple.

    "Tsk."

    Returning alone to Habon's temple, I clicked my tongue as soon as I was once again alone.

    With more public appearances, increased attention on me was expected.

    But anticipating it didn't make it any more pleasant.

    From David in the UK to the CIA in the US, and even others, surely there are people looking for me somewhere.

    'Ethan won't tell David, though.'

    However, it was only a matter of time before someone would inform David through other channels.

    In such a situation, my nationality being exposed would not be good.

    But I tried to console myself. Merely uncovering my nationality shouldn't be enough to capture me.

    'I won't even exist on Earth for the time being.'

    How could they capture someone that didn't exist?

    It would be challenging to identify me as a player merely by my mysterious disappearance.

    'Many go missing every year.'

    Staying hidden, even barricaded here, seemed wiser to avoid unnecessary suspicion or capture.

    Intentionally ignoring the gate allowing me to return to Earth, I gazed toward the direction where the order of Palao was.

    Since I was out already, I briefly contemplated visiting but soon shook my head.

    Even if I went now, there was no guarantee I'd receive a mark.

    I had initially planned for a generous revisit timetable, knowing that preparations for granting a mark wouldn't be rushed in just one day.

    "I'll come again next time."

    There was a need to walk around to familiarize myself with Habon's geography.

    I hastened my steps out of the temple.

    No sooner had I returned to the manor, I immediately searched for the little girl who had been on my mind.

    "Do you know where Berta is?"

    Upon asking the first servant I encountered past the front gate, a loud commotion emerged from the upper floor.

    Voices mingled with the noise, things seemed to turn a bit boisterous, and then a small figure jumped out from a second-floor railing.

    "K!"

    It was Berta, her eyes swollen and red, still holding tears in her eyes.
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    **Chapter 86: Chapter 18 - The Beginning of Change (2

    'I knew this would happen.'

    I expected them to keep crying like this.

    'I didn't think they'd give up easily.'

    If Berta were the type to quit at an appropriate moment, she wouldn't have tormented me so much yesterday.

    Berta's stubbornness was resilient, comparable to mine.

    "Jo-o!"

    "Play with something else."

    I abruptly presented an item from my inventory to the little one, who didn't even pretend to listen to me.

    The child, who was on the verge of bursting into tears again, showed interest.

    Sniff, sniff.

    Her little pink nose twitched, and then she said,

    "Give me the one with the cool smell! Not this!"

    She knocked the item from my hand and shouted noisily.

    'It's useless, I guess...'

    I clicked my tongue inwardly, observing Berta rolling on the floor in tantrum.

    The object she knocked away was a catnip lollipop, something I had prepared because her relentless sobbing weighed on my conscience.

    'I guess it's a miss.'

    I had asked if she might like it, figuring her feline nature would find it appealing.

    It seemed catnip only worked on mature cats, about 70 percent of the time, from what I'd heard.

    Either that or she belonged to a tiger lineage, as Chandler had told me about Berta, and sighed.

    For whatever reason, the catnip seemed ineffective on Berta.

    The evidence lay in the form of a catnip lollipop lying there pathetically on the shiny marble floor.

    'If I want to establish a connection with the beastfolk through her, I should probably treat her well...'

    If I sent the child back after making her cry all day, it wouldn't earn me any favor.

    I eventually relinquished the catnip toy and opted for a second approach.

    I pulled out a doll from my inventory, another item sent to me by An Kijun.

    'Because I requested catnip...'

    All the dolls were shaped like fish.

    I hesitated, feeling it was akin to treating her like a beast.

    But Berta started crying again, and I had no choice.

    I sprayed skin moisturizer on the fish-shaped doll and handed it to her.

    "Meow...?"

    Finally, Berta's crying subsided.

    After sniffing the toy, she finally smiled contentedly.

    "Hehehe."

    'Smiling with those puffy eyes.'

    I patted her head and asked, "You're smiling now, huh? Do you like it?"

    "Yes!"

    Berta smiled brightly as if she'd never cried.

    'Now that I think about it...'

    She had smiled just like this yesterday when she tugged my hair to give directions.

    Berta seemed to enjoy herself immensely, almost looking overjoyed.

    Watching her bury her face in the doll and giggle made me chuckle softly too.

    'What is it even about that?'

    It was just skin moisturizer; I couldn't fathom why she was so pleased with the scent.

    I shook my head at her incomprehensible preference.

    I eventually had to pick her up. I couldn't let her continue sitting on the marble floor.

    "Huh?"

    At that moment, there was an unfamiliar presence where there should have been nothing.

    Nothing was detectable through Mana Detection, nor did I sense anyone approaching.

    Yet, the owner of the presence appeared as naturally as if they'd always been there.

    I gulped and turned toward the direction of the voice I heard.

    'Beastfolk.'

    The person who suddenly appeared was a head taller than me.

    However, their appearance drew my attention even more than their size.

    'Same species as Berta.'

    The resemblance was uncanny, the tiger-like striped hair and tail, the triangular ears atop their head, and the whiskers protruding just slightly.

    Even the pink nose, freckled with black spots, was just like Berta's.

    "What's this?"

    Without waiting for an explanation, the male beastfolk picked up the catnip lollipop off the ground.

    "Catnip... it's a toy from the other world, I think..."

    As I explained, he took a whiff of the catnip.

    I closed my mouth, unable to finish, as the beastfolk suddenly collapsed onto the ground, mouthing and licking the small catnip lollipop.

    "......"

    His stance was reminiscent of a cat clinging onto a catnip toy with its forepaws, eagerly sniffing it.

    It was a scene that one might have witnessed once while casually browsing on WeTube.

    The problem was that this "cat" was an imposing 2 meters tall, complete with human-like arms and legs.

    "Sss, ha."

    Had he remained standing, enjoying the catnip, it wouldn't have been so overwhelming.

    But as he rolled around on the floor, I found myself at a loss for words.

    However, it allowed me to discern one clear fact:

    'The catnip wasn't completely ineffective.'

    Most likely, it hadn't worked on Berta because she was not a mature cat yet.

    "This behavior from Breche is weird."

    Those were not my words.

    In my arms, Berta, who had been quietly holding her fish toy, giggled and said those words.

    I alternated my gaze between the adult beastfolk and Berta and asked,

    "Breche?"

    "That's Breche."

    Pointing at the other beastfolk, who seemed to be named Breche, Berta said with one hand while clutching her doll with the other.

    'That's his name.'

    Breche continued to roll around the floor for a good ten minutes.

    During that time, I contemplated a myriad of thoughts.

    Should I stay and continue to endure these strange, complex emotions while observing this beastfolk?

    Or should I feign ignorance and quietly leave?

    My hesitation was brief, and my choice was obvious.

    'Since he's the only mature one I can communicate with.'

    If I wanted to establish any connections or relations with the beastfolk, leaving wasn't a viable option.

    One of my reasons for looking after Berta was to foster a friendly relationship with these unknown beings.

    Thankfully, what I knew so far indicated that this awkward situation wouldn't last long.

    'I think I read somewhere that it's a one-time effect.'

    If what I read was true, the smell of catnip would last only about ten to fifteen minutes until the cat's olfactory senses became fatigued.

    After approximately ten minutes, Breche, who had been focusing intensely on the lollipop, seemed to regain his composure.

    "This is no joke! It's amazing!"

    His bright sky-blue eyes glittering, he leaped up and approached me, extending his hand freely.

    "If you have more, give them to me."

    I glanced at the large hand of Breche and then quickly shifted my gaze to Berta.

    'Why do they keep asking for things?'

    One might think they had entrusted something to me.

    'Is this a trait? The two of them are quite similar in behavior.'

    Both Berta and Breche seemed to say whatever they wanted without holding back.

    I viewed Breche with a strange expression.

    It felt like encountering school bullies during my student council days, demanding things in exchange for not bothering other students.

    'This feeling is reminiscent of those times when thugs demanded things from peers.'

    The only difference this time was that I was the target.

    I considered retorting firmly but changed my mind, seeing Berta happily smiling.

    The radiant smile that said she was the happiest being in the world was on the child's face.

    'It seems there's no malice here...'

    They were likely just born to be tactlessly straightforward and brazen.

    Heaving a shallow sigh, I opened my inventory.

    'I don't have any other use for them, anyway.'

    Giving away another piece wouldn't cause any harm.

    I pulled out a catnip ball this time.

    A toy with a catnip-filled ball inside a wooden structure about the size of a fist.

    "Thanks!"

    Breche received the box, immediately opened it, and sniffed it.

    He tilted his head curiously.

    "This one's odd? It's not good."

    Even after giving it to him, he started to complain.

    I smacked my lips knowingly and replied.

    "Because you've probably become accustomed to that scent."

    Since he had casually started using informal speech with me, I had no intention of being polite either.

    "Oh! So, if I sniff it again, will I like it?"

    "Probably. But it'll be less effective if you sniff it too often."

    "Got it."

    Breche, seemingly reluctant, gave a lick to his catnip lollipop.

    He then called over a servant from the estate and requested a glass jar.

    After carefully placing the lollipop and ball into the jar, he tightly sealed the lid.

    "So, I can take this out later?"

    With a face full of satisfaction, Breche asked with a grin.

    "... Yeah."

    The thing I intended to use to cheer up the kid ended up bringing more joy to him, oddly enough.

    Breche finally showed interest in me after tucking the jar under his arm.

    "I heard Berta followed the outsider. That's you, right? What should I call you?"

    Feeling uneasy with him suddenly shoving his face close, I pushed him gently away with my hand, replying.

    "K. And you?"

    "Brother with this one."

    I had meant to ask for his name, yet he started explaining his relationship with Berta instead.

    "They say your people call us half-siblings, don't they?"

    I was bewildered, but having already learned his name from Berta, I felt no need to ask again.

    "... For now."

    I responded while looking back and forth between Breche and Berta.

    'If he's Berta's half-brother...'

    Then is he also the child of that beastfolk king or whatever?

    'No.'

    If the king is male, they are unrelated.

    '... Could that be the case?'

    Technically, that would mean their mothers had other partners besides the king.

    Is it possible that beastfolk aren't bound by ordinary marital norms?

    My limited perspective on this world broadened the scope of my thoughts.

    'Should I take this opportunity to ask more details?'

    While I mused, Breche spoke up first.

    "Are you staying here?"

    "For the time being."

    "Good, that's all I need."

    What that implied, I couldn't discern before Breche extended his hand with further words.

    "I came to get this little one."

    Yet moments ago, she was refusing to go and causing a fuss, unable to leave.

    Breche grabbed Berta by the scruff, pulling her toward him.

    "She's calm now. I can take her with me."

    Berta, who had her nose buried in her fish toy, looked up at Breche with a puzzled expression.

    "Why?"

    "Because mom told me to bring you back."

    "Mom? Why?"

    "I don't know."

    Breche shrugged and glanced at me, saying,

    "I'll be off then. I'll come by again. See you then."

    There were questions I had wanted to ask, but none were pressing enough to hold back someone who was leaving anyway.

    'We've at least exchanged names.'

    We had made a decent first impression, and there was no point in prolonging things unnecessarily.

    "Go on, then."

    I responded shortly, and Breche, with Berta in tow by the scruff, boldly stepped out of the estate.

    As Berta, being carried out by Breche, turned to wave at me with her hand flapping.

    "Goodbyee."

    Stretching out her farewell cheerfully, it somehow reminded me of a tiger cub being dragged by its mother.

    I almost reflexively waved back, finding myself chuckling unexpectedly.

    Berta with her fish toy, and Breche with the jar of catnip toys.

    Seeing them cling to those items as if they were lifelines, I couldn't help but smile.

    The two soon disappeared from view.

    Standing alone in the empty estate hall, I scratched my neck.

    Relief washed over me from the resolution of the issue that had troubled me since yesterday.

    It was both refreshing and slightly nostalgic.

    'I've never encountered this type of personality before.'

    What became apparent after our brief conversations was how deeply self-oriented these two tiger beastfolk were.

    Their actions, devoid of consideration, were straightforward and unsettling.

    Yet not all memories of those moments were unpleasant.

    The reason behind this was simple to identify.

    'It's because there were no scheming intentions.'

    Faced with raw, unrefined behavior, I'd much prefer such bluntness over deceitful kindness masking ulterior motives.

    Organizing my somewhat positive impression of the beastfolk, I shook my head promptly.

    'Time for some mana training.'

    Shaking off my wistful feelings, I ascended the stairs with a demeanor almost unchanged from usual.

    **Damned System**

    **New Elements and Characters:**

    - **벨타** (Berta) - A young beastfolk who cries easily and has a fondness for fish-shaped toys. (she)

    - **브레체** (Breche) - A larger, adult beastfolk, possibly related to Berta, fascinated with catnip. (he)
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    Chapter 87. The Beginning of Change (3)

    "First of all, we should increase the budget..."

    "It's not something to think about so simply."

    "Journalists are relentless. They're always looking for something to criticize, and if the defense budget increases, they'll swarm like bees."

    "If we nitpick everything like that, we won't be able to start anything."

    "But that's the reality. We have to acknowledge the many restrictions."

    "It's impossible to recruit troops unless actual situations occur..."

    "What about strengthening the reserve forces' training?"

    "That's a bad move. It will only give anti-government forces an excuse."

    "It might turn them into rioters disguised as protesters. People are scary these days."

    "The issue of reserve forces is sensitive to the younger generation. It's not something we can handle easily."

    "But if that 'hole' really exists, we can't just sit idle, can we?"

    "If it's real, yes."

    "It's just one person's claim."

    "Monsters came from another world? Preparing for war based on such an absurd reason is ludicrous."

    "Asking to prepare for a nonexistent threat without solid evidence... It's a demand that mocks the government."

    "That's right. Reality isn't a movie. Tsk, everyone is so naive."

    "Really? Even after watching that video, you think that looks like movie graphics?"

    "Did you just call me 'you'?"

    "Let's lower our hands. At our age, we shouldn't be pointing fingers."

    The atmosphere in the meeting gradually heated up, and the voices grew louder.

    This was already the third such repetitive incident today.

    It was no surprise, as discussions sometimes escalated into physical altercations.

    Yang Jochul, who had considerable experience in such situations, sighed quietly and remained seated.

    'I hope a proper conclusion is reached.'

    It didn't seem promising.

    Yang Jochul glanced around the meeting room unobtrusively, suppressing his frustration.

    Unlike the bickering ministers and vice-ministers, quite a few people whispered anxiously with tense expressions.

    Not everyone was ignoring the fear of the unknown, as some were genuinely concerned about the potential issues.

    The fact that Earth could be invaded was officially being considered a plausible scenario, thanks to the repeated demonstrations provided by players like Yang Hyewon.

    Moreover, they had seen the monster brought by K in person.

    That's why the defense officials approached the meeting with grim seriousness.

    However, realistic constraints impeded any substantial preparations.

    "If you're so confident, why not hold a press conference?! If you can get them to accept this nonsensical situation, I'll offer any support!"

    Just as Yang Jochul was about to sigh again at the stagnating meeting.

    Someone entered the meeting room.

    'Someone from the secretariat...'

    It was a member of the presidential secretariat.

    As the person approached the head of the table and whispered into the president's ear, the heated voices gradually subsided.

    They had raised their voices only for the argument's sake.

    In a situation where new information had clearly arrived, there was no reason to waste time.

    "It seems we've moved past the phase of doubting the information about the 'hole'."

    "What?"

    The words from the president carried significant weight.

    "We've received a message from the Kremlin."

    Yang Jochul glanced quickly at Yang Hyewon who sat next to him.

    She had conveyed that K had planned to send the evolved species to Russia.

    The intelligence agency had reported this only to the president, and it seemed that it had just been confirmed.

    "They said an evolved species came through and inquired if we knew anything about it."

    A low murmur came from the defense officials.

    After repeatedly confirming from other sources that monsters could traverse the hole, it was a natural reaction.

    After all, they would be the ones confronting the monsters directly if an invasion ever occurred.

    Seeing that rifles didn't work on them, their minds must have been racing.

    Yang Jochul sighed again, seeing the serious expressions of the defense officials.

    'Not that I'm in any position to worry about others.'

    One's own future is always more burdensome than someone else's.

    'The issues keep increasing.'

    The fact that K's nationality had started being exposed was a significant concern for Yang Jochul.

    While the server was active, K's nationality had been disclosed to some players and countries.

    Fortunately, K had taken the initiative in this matter.

    The downside was the high likelihood that foreign agents or special forces had clandestinely entered Korea to find K.

    Recently, Yang Jochul's thoughts were consumed with how to prevent them.

    It would have been easier if K's identity was known.

    But even the intelligence agency didn't have any clues.

    Protecting someone unknown was particularly daunting.

    Just as Yang Jochul was stifling yet another sigh, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which had been busy due to the recent focus on issues related to K, spoke up.

    "Was there any other message?"

    "They acknowledged knowing K's nationality and requested his cooperation. They want to know how to neutralize the evolved species..."

    The president glanced toward the intelligence agency personnel.

    "It seems K played a role in transferring the evolved species to Russia, right?"

    "We'll confirm it."

    Although they were already aware, they pretended ignorance, considering the others' perspectives.

    K's information was being treated with utmost caution.

    "I have been concerned even before the meeting began..."

    In such a situation, the topic that continued to surface wasn't exactly delightful.

    "While preparing for an invasion is an issue, preventing K's information from leaking to other countries is also important, wouldn't you agree?"

    Yang Jochul exchanged quick glances with the director of the National Intelligence Service, his superior.

    'We must stop anyone from investigating his background.'

    Barely nodded by the director, Yang Jochul spoke up.

    "It will be counterproductive."

    He remembered K, who hesitated to kill Han Changshik, yet did it anyway.

    'He's someone who follows through if he decides to do something.'

    Someone like that warned against probing into his background.

    K might compromise with no one if he discovered unauthorized access to his surroundings.

    'I believe he would make good on his warning to become a bigger hassle than Han Changshik.'

    Yet, protecting K wasn't the only reason Yang Jochul had in mind.

    K's remark about preventing monsters from crossing over was sincere.

    In this aspect, K's aspirations perfectly aligned with Yang Jochul, who was focused on national security.

    While K seemed to be establishing a separate player group by contacting people like Yang Hyewon, which needed watching.

    Basically, K was more an ally to support rather than an obstacle to eliminate from Yang Jochul's standpoint.

    Provoking such an individual was inadvisable.

    Moreover, if caught while investigating K, the losses would outweigh any gains.

    'If the relationship sours once, there's no chance for improvement.'

    This was the only opportunity not resulting from a mistake yet, without a doubt.

    Such risks were not worth taking under the current circumstances.

    Yang Jochul energetically opposed any plans to track K's identity.

    However, the signs from the Ministry of Defense were peculiar.

    They sneakily exchanged glances and whispered in the intelligence section's direction.

    From there, the meeting's purpose veered off course.

    The time spent debating whether to secure K's identity or not exceeded actual discussions.

    Only then did he realize. It had been decided beforehand to change the narrative this way.

    The president was evidently involved.

    'Unless the approval came from above, they wouldn't latch on this persistently.'

    By diverting the focus onto K, the intention was to avoid the difficult immediate decisions and buy time.

    If, during the process, they managed to secure K's identity, it would be a bonus.

    Upon grasping the unfolding situation, Yang Jochul hastily attempted to redirect the flow.

    Yet extinguishing already ignited sparks proved arduous.

    ***

    A sense of unease began to creep in.

    I learned of the meeting's outcome in which the president participated, from Yang Hyewon.

    Nothing definite had been decided; instead, they wasted time by only discussing me.

    The matter resolved my decision to stay in Bihar for an extended period.

    Thus, for ten days, I focused on hunting and training, acclimating completely to life in Bihar.

    What I found most advantageous about the changed living environment was being able to train without being limited by location.

    I had my private training ground now.

    'Rashar must have arranged it.'

    Behind the grand mansion, alongside stables and an armory, were various facilities showcasing the Bennett family's might.

    Among them was a large collective training ground capable of hosting over a hundred individuals.

    However, I used the smaller, private training ground on the outskirts of the collective one.

    There was an effort made in setting it up, and ignoring that would be inconsiderate.

    After completing the evolved species raid, I spent the next ten days mostly in the training ground.

    A persistent issue with mana manipulation even led me to reduce my hunting time to concentrate on training.

    However, the results weren't particularly promising.

    'It's not improving...'

    Thanks to Condense, the proficiency in Mana Manipulation hit 99.99% a while ago.

    While it was favorable that the proficiency rose quickly, seeing this number unchanged for five consecutive days indicated a problem.

    'Two of my traits increase proficiency gain speed.'

    That allowed me to learn skills, execute magic, and fill proficiency bars faster than anyone else up until now.

    Yet, despite possessing two related traits, the proficiency didn't budge.

    Over the past five days, I tried everything imaginable to solve this.

    Repeating circulation, materialization, and condense hundreds of times was, if anything, amusing.

    I didn't hesitate to try doing those three simultaneously.

    I divided my focus onto different areas like upper body, lower body, hands, and feet.

    It was a task demanding such intense concentration, leading to significant mental fatigue.

    My body became so strained that I even had nosebleeds.

    Yet, it remained stuck at 99.99%.

    "Sigh."

    It was truly exasperating.

    Having reached no conclusion by myself, I eventually sought advice from others.

    Given the current situation, the outcome was less than satisfactory.

    The first targets were the Bennett family knights I had come to know through frequent encounters at the training ground.

    They couldn't grasp the issue I was facing.

    - Proficiency...?

    - What is that...?

    For them, proficiency wasn't something expressed numerically.

    So with a grasping-at-straws mindset, I asked other players.

    I posted on the community board.

    - War Hero: ... Are you human?

    - Solomon: What do you eat to fill your proficiency so fast?

    ⌎ Robin Hood: Share some with us.

    - Orange: So you're showing off. Your attitude truly stinks.

    ⌎ Cappuccino: Is it so hard to admit you're just jealous?

    - Miranda: Lately, there are too many people copying the Damned System 😭😭 It's frustrating and sad.

    ⌎ Choco Chip: Yeah, seriously 😭 K, don't abandon us. Keep posting 🙏🙏

    ⌎ Ice Cream: K-order gather around, I've captured the codes of those guys. Let's PK immediately.

    It wasn't beneficial, so I deleted it soon after.

    Watching the unchanged number, I sighed heavily, feeling the ground sink beneath me.

    "K."

    Just then, Chandler approached hastily across the training ground, bringing unwelcome news.

    "The priests of Agnotia wish to meet you."

    "Again?"

    My voice revealed my irritation when I asked back.

    Damned System
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    Chapter 88. The Beginning of Change (4)

    It had been an almost reflexive reaction.

    The situation had been bothering me immensely.

    It wasn't the first time someone from a different religious group, not Palao, had visited.

    Since staying at Rashar's mansion, it had been a daily occurrence for ten days out of the eleven I had been there.

    The only day I didn't have visitors was simply because I wasn't around.

    And they didn't just come from one place, either.

    The current visitor was from the Order of Agnotia, but about 20 minutes earlier, a priest from the Order of Temoria had arrived.

    They were waiting despite my refusal to meet them.

    And they weren't the last of them to come. Not yet, anyway.

    'Another day, another set of four.'

    The four other religious groups, apart from Senoa, Karlos, and Palao, were coming to visit me every single day.

    "Whew."

    I let out a deep sigh.

    At first, I thought I should at least try to understand what was going on, but not anymore.

    Meeting them seemed like a waste of time now.

    I had already figured out their purpose.

    'They're trying to recruit me.'

    Even though I had already chosen Palao's faction, they kept coming, attempting to persuade me to switch to their side instead.

    They promised to provide everything needed for my transfer.

    They tried to convince me with composed attitudes, but if you looked closely, you could see them practically drooling as they spoke.

    At first, I couldn't figure out why they were acting that way.

    Objectively, I didn't think I was that valuable.

    Sure, I had contributed to connecting the two worlds by meeting with the gods, but that was in the past.

    'There's actually no reason to keep me.'

    It was clear they were interested in me because they were hoping for something in the future.

    There wasn't much need for exploration to discern the reason.

    'The Mark of the Alliance.'

    The reward Senoa had given me.

    I couldn't shake off the feeling it was because of that Trait that made the various religious factions interested in me.

    'Having a player capable of using the authority from a different faction?'

    It was a gain if you looked at it; there was no way it could be a loss.

    'Perhaps they heard it through the gods.'

    Other gods had been observing when Senoa had given me that feature.

    Thinking this far led me to another question.

    How on earth did they know I was here?

    As the question lingered, my mind fleetingly brought up an image.

    'Maybe "that guy" was the one who talked.'

    Hesserma Rivel, the one who knew my name, my appearance, my past actions, and even my whereabouts.

    'I'm not certain, but it's a suspicion.'

    Hesserma was the only outsider who knew I had gone to Rashar's mansion.

    'But it would be quite the timing.'

    Their visits had begun even before I had toured the city of Habon by carriage.

    "Tsk."

    Even though it had only been ten days since I arrived, I could already see a slew of unpleasant faces in my mind.

    'People are the same everywhere, huh.'

    Taking a couple of meetings to gauge the situation was all it took.

    I was drained by the priests' daily attempts to meet me despite being refused already.

    My view of them wasn't about to soften because of that practice either.

    Their one-sided visit requests and proposals were causing damage to those uninvolved as well.

    Every time they visited as guests, the mansion's staff became tense, and Chandler ended up being summoned like an errand boy.

    'The priests have far too much social standing.'

    This was a place where the seven great gods existed, and their creeds held the world together.

    It's only natural the religious authority was more powerful than royal authority here.

    As a result, the social status of priests was not something one could easily overlook.

    It was the reason Chandler was called upon every time a guest arrived from the temple.

    Rashar being absent meant Chandler, overseeing the mansion, held the highest position here.

    'Their pretentious inner self shows.'

    Their unwillingness to even receive hospitality from lower-ranked folks fouled my mood.

    So far, I had played my part silently, respecting my stance as a guest.

    My actions could affect Rashar and the Bennett family.

    But letting these one-sided visits persist, I couldn't let happen.

    After taking some time to organize my thoughts, I asked Chandler.

    "What about Temoria?"

    "They're still waiting in the drawing room."

    Despite my explicit refusal to meet them, they were staying put.

    "Is there no way to send them back?"

    "Not from my end."

    Then that meant I could. Since they were my guests.

    Tap, tap-tap, tap.

    I changed my line of thinking as I tapped my knee with my fingers, considering a way forward.

    'I don't really know the customs here.'

    In case of an unintentional mistake, I could cause inconvenience to Rashar.

    To prevent such an outcome, it was time to seek advice.

    "What do you do here when you have a guest you don't want to see?"

    "You do as you're doing, sir. Most leave when refused."

    A reasonable answer, though not the solution I was hoping for.

    "However, if the requests persist beyond that..."

    The 'solution' followed the commonsense answer.

    "There's a formal process where you send a written request to refrain from visiting, leading to controlling access."

    "Oh."

    Rather than politely asking them to leave, it leaned more towards using force to block them.

    I would be lying if I said I wasn't tempted.

    The constant visits from the priests were becoming increasingly irritating.

    However, before jumping in, there was a final need for prudence.

    "Is it really alright to do this? Won't it cause trouble for Rashar?"

    With a hint of hesitation remaining in my question, Chandler smiled softly.

    "Fortunately, as you've already joined..."

    "Hmm?"

    "If you officially declare your stance, the young miss would have a valid reason to take active involvement."

    "Ah."

    Indeed, it was fortunate I had joined the Palao order.

    'Rashar seems to be like the comprehensive head of the Habon branch within the order.'

    Meaning the management of outsiders staying in Habon fell under her jurisdiction.

    If I said I didn't want to meet representatives from other orders, she would have ample grounds to intervene.

    'I hesitated for no reason.'

    In a noticeably lighter tone, I said, "Let's refuse all future meetings. I particularly do not wish to meet anyone from the four factions that have frequently visited recently."

    "Understood."

    With a gentle smile gracing his face, Chandler departed.

    Even though I had refused the meetings, I knew this wasn't the end.

    Human greed was vast, and there were many justified in acting wrongly for apparent benefit.

    'I'll need to stay vigilant for a while.'

    One could never predict what actions might occur behind the scenes.

    Shaking my head and forcing those thoughts away, I refocused on training.

    Finding a solution for the stagnant progress in mana control had become crucial.

    This time, I opted for maximizing the duration of mana control, akin to a long-distance marathon.

    After collecting my thoughts, I started mana control. It continued for over two hours without pause.

    So engrossed I was in working up a sweat alone in the training room...

    A near presence slightly disrupted my focus.

    But eager to prolong my mana control, I ignored it.

    Nobody within this mansion intended me harm, after all.

    While it seemed someone had come with some business with me...

    'Unless it's something really urgent, if I appear unfazed, they'll likely leave.'

    I deliberately resisted the now steadily approaching presence.

    But rather than retreating, the presence ventured closer.

    Wondering if I should stop my training, the swift realization of something suddenly grabbing the collar of my circulating mana within changed my viewpoint.

    "Gasp!"

    Right at the threshold of resistance, I understood.

    This was less about being pulled and more about being guided.

    I followed that sudden intrusion, setting aside minor resistance.

    The final destination was the heart.

    The movement that led me urged the mana to spread evenly and thinly.

    Clenching my teeth, I crafted the mana as thin as a feather, like bonito flakes.

    Then, internally, one layer after another began to be stacked, just as a message appeared.

    「Mana Manipulation is attempting an evolution to Mana Control!」

    Without a single ounce of exaggeration, I scraped together every last bit of strength I possessed.

    Layer upon layer, stacking one on top of the other.

    Every layer of mana choked my breath.

    It wasn't simply a matter of being short of breath from strenuous activity.

    Imprisoned in an unending cycle of efforts, I felt like I'd spend an eternity trapped with this sensation.

    Time felt endlessly prolonged, struggling within it.

    Until I couldn't hold any longer and ended up conceding.

    「The evolution attempt has failed.」

    "Hah!"

    In a rush, I filled my lungs back with air.

    I'd sweat so much that the training room floor was soaked by now.

    The unfamiliar lingering sensation of the experience didn't easily fade.

    As I collected myself, I instinctively groped around my chest, hoping perhaps for any trace left behind, but nothing remained there.

    The carefully stacked and layered mana was no more.

    The sense of fatigue was so great that all strength had ebbed from my body.

    "Whew."

    Opening my eyes after a deep breath, I was greeted by a familiar face.

    "...... Did you come?"

    "I've returned, K."

    It was Rashar, who had been summoned and had left.

    She stood gazing at me sprawled on the ground.

    With an effort costing me every bit I had, I extended my quivering arms, and Rashar firmly grasped and helped me sit up.

    With her support, I sat upright, receiving a blend of consolation and encouragement.

    "You did well."

    "What was that just now?"

    "It was the process of forming a core."

    Creating a more complete sword aura required being a high-ranking knight, which involved the formation of a mana core.

    Typically in Bihar, knights without a core were regular knights, while those with a core were high-ranking knights.

    "You guided me towards forming that core?"

    "I merely led the way."

    Upon listening, I realized it was rather simple.

    "Even with guidance, many fail to produce a core."

    Even though embodying mana to become a regular knight was tough, it didn't compare to forming a core.

    The difference was so stark it felt like dealing with an entirely different world.

    "Only those who have concentrated their effort, skill, mental strength, and enough mana can own a core."

    Listening to Rashar's explanation, I thought back on the phenomenon from earlier.

    Attempting to replicate it, Rashar stopped me with a gentle hand on my shoulder, shaking her head.

    "I understand your regrets, but you should retire for the day. Rest is part and parcel of training; don't forget it."

    So engrossed had my focus been, I realized the sky had turned pitch black.

    Instead of insisting, I reluctantly got up.

    My legs trembled so badly that I had to rely on Rashar's support.

    On top of that, I had a nosebleed again.

    "Aren't you overdoing it?"

    "Recovery is swift, so it's fine."

    I lightly replied to Rashar's worried questioning as I discreetly wiped away the nosebleed.

    "But still..."

    "I can't afford the luxury to proceed cautiously, safe, and slow."

    There wasn't room to progress leisurely and grow at ease.

    What if, due to ill-preparation, I missed my chance in the future?

    I wouldn't be able to forgive myself.

    Not to mention, there are plenty of reasons to hurry.

    'There are higher level corrupted areas yet to be unlocked.'

    My problems were piling up one after another.

    However, I couldn't let myself be forever entangled with problems directly in front of me.

    'I mustn't be hasty, yet there's a need to hurry.'

    Just because I couldn't intervene didn't mean those problems wouldn't affect me.

    'This assembly decree that just came through as well.'

    Rashar, I suspected, had just experienced such a higher-level corrupted area.

    Players, myself included, had not grown enough to enter such places.

    But that didn't mean there were no issues there.

    It just meant players currently lacked the capacity to solve any problems arising from those places.

    I couldn't allow this to repeat indefinitely.

    I refused to be swept along by the tides, helplessly unable to lift a hand.

    "Ahem!"

    It was then Rashar's voice beckoned my attention with a soft clearing of the throat.
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    I loosened my slightly frozen expression and turned to look at her while continuing my thoughts.

    "I heard that other temple priests have been visiting while I was away..."

    "Ah."

    What was she trying to say?

    'As expected, it doesn't seem like a simple matter.'

    Recalling the conversation I had with Chandler, I asked.

    "We decided to officially contact each temple to control the priests' visits... Let me know if you're in a difficult position."

    Chandler had said Rashar had reasons, but her stance might be different.

    So, if Rashar felt uncomfortable, I planned to understand her situation.

    "I can just change my accommodation."

    "What are you saying... Protecting you is also my duty! It shouldn't be difficult for me!"

    In a situation where I couldn't control others' actions, leaving seemed right not to cause problems.

    That's why I suggested it, but Rashar's reaction was quite intense.

    "I'm not mentioning this because I'm in a tough spot!"

    "..."

    "I don't know in detail why they are coming after you, and there are limitations on what I can do, so I was just wondering..."

    I was listening carefully to her rambling speech when I tilted my head.

    "Well, what I'm saying is if I knew the reason, I could perhaps mediate more actively..."

    Rashar seemed genuinely clueless as to why other temples were seeking me out.

    'What? Isn't it because of the Mark of the Alliance?'

    If that's the reason, there's a reason Rashar wouldn't know...

    'There isn't a god on this side to relay the news.'

    The ones from Palao don't know I have the Mark of the Alliance.

    "Hm... This is just my guess."

    Those who need to know are already aware, and there seemed no reason to hide it from Rashar, who was on the same ship with me.

    "There's this reward from Senoa called the Mark of the Alliance, you see?"

    I explained lightheartedly.

    "It's something that allows you to use all the Seven Gods' authorities, regardless of temple..."

    Yet, I couldn't finish my sentence.

    Confirming whether it was indeed significant was unnecessary.

    Her eyes doubled in size and her mouth gaped open.

    Rashar exhibited a reaction close to astonishment.

    Seeing that, there was no need to ask.

    "It's significant, isn't it?"

    It was a moment when the reason other temples kept seeking me became clear.

    It made it hard to discern whether what Senoa gave me was a gift or a curse.

    'Did she deliberately give it to harass me with other temples?'

    It seemed possible if one were to complicate matters maliciously.

    'But that seems like too much of a stretch.'

    Clicking my tongue internally, I looked again at Rashar, who had been silent for a while.

    She remained in that gaping state.

    "Hey, hey!"

    I clapped my hands in front of her eyes.

    Startled, Rashar regained her senses.

    But as she still appeared flustered, I firmly declared.

    "I have no intention of transferring."

    Being used and dying at the hands of someone else was not acceptable.

    Though I would do my utmost to avoid death, should it be unavoidable, I wished to meet fate at the end of my own choices.

    If such a tragic outcome were my responsibility, at least it wouldn't be unjust.

    Of course, that wasn't what I told Rashar.

    While I did have a friendly relationship with her, I did not trust and rely on her enough to share all my thoughts.

    "By the way, why did you come to the training hall at this hour? Was it because of those priests?"

    Instead of revealing my inner thoughts, I steered the conversation elsewhere.

    "Ah! I was so out of it... I came to give you this."

    Hurriedly, she fumbled around her chest and pulled something out.

    It was a small gold ornament, roughly the size of a fingertip.

    'Palao...'

    An ornament shaped in the form of the now-familiar emblem of Palao.

    A message appeared as I accepted it.

    「Acquiring the Mark of the Palao Temple.」

    「Affiliation has been added.」

    The gold ornament in my hand disappeared, and a new symbol appeared above my head.

    'Originally, this should have proceeded right after the entrance test ended.'

    But it seemed the Order of Palao's preparations weren't complete, enabling it only now.

    Staring at the symbol above, I frowned slightly.

    Having to walk around with the emblem of Palao on my head...

    'It's like a total attention-grabber.'

    The thought of stepping outside the house like this felt slightly daunting.

    'It stands out too much.'

    The symbol didn't disappear even with the use of Invisibility.

    It seemed I would have to reluctantly embrace self-isolation for a while.

    Briefly clicking my tongue internally, I asked about the peculiar situation I encountered earlier.

    "By the way, was that earlier thing a core? Why is having it beneficial?"

    Rashar nodded and began to explain.

    "It mainly facilitates the materialization of mana. After all, it uses accumulated mana already molded once into shape."

    Immediately, the blue mana enveloping her hand assumed a transparent, glass-like solid form.

    Comparing it to the haze or mist stages of mana I used, the difference was evident.

    "When the form becomes distinct like this, it strengthens the interference."

    "Interference?"

    "Well... The natural order dictates that a tree branch cannot pierce a rock. But with mana, you can defy causality and achieve what you desire."

    It implied that one could cut a rock with wood.

    "We call it interference."

    "Ah."

    The explanation reminded me of the causality system mentioned by the Damned System and Ahel's definition of mana.

    In the realm where gods and the system operated, authority was the price for defying causality.

    To defy nature's causality, mana had to be used as the price within its sub-domain.

    The basic framework was the same, though the type of power used as the price differed.

    "On average, how long does it take to form a core?"

    "It varies based on one's proficiency in handling mana."

    "What about the quickest success stories?"

    "Given its subjective nature... Hmm, it took me about two weeks."

    "Two weeks..."

    Reflecting on the earlier experience, I didn't feel competent enough to succeed that swiftly.

    Thus, I decided to set a goal aligned with the difficulty I sensed.

    '2 months, at most 3 months to complete it.'

    Spending more time than that would mean giving up more.

    "K, there's no need to rush."

    Meanwhile, Rashar was comforting me with a worried expression.

    It seemed she had misinterpreted my expression as one of anxiety.

    'I'm not anxious.'

    I was merely pondering how to optimize the time spent efficiently.

    Perhaps aiming to elevate my mood, Rashar murmured hesitantly.

    "Is there anything else you need? I'd be happy to offer it. You can view it as a token of gratitude for saving my subordinates before..."

    "Help?"

    As soon as Rashar mentioned it, something came to mind.

    Yet, it didn't come out of my mouth readily.

    It felt like receiving too much by any standard.

    'A guy should have some shame.'

    I was already relying on her for my basic needs.

    Of course, it was the logical choice, so I accepted it, but it didn't feel as though I weren't indebted.

    However, asking for more at this point didn't sit right with me.

    Sorrowfully, I was in no position to refuse what was being offered.

    If receiving initial support could accelerate my growth, then accepting was the wisest course.

    The apprehension I felt wouldn't necessarily save my life.

    Fortunately, there were clear ways to repay Rashar, who belonged to the same temple.

    'Temple points.'

    I could actively contribute to the temple's operations, thereby helping Rashar.

    'So, I suppose I'll take it.'

    Despite the displeasure of accruing new debts, what I was about to say had already been decided.

    "Could you introduce a teacher to me?"

    "A teacher?"

    "I wish to receive proper training."

    Facing monsters like those who pursued Rashar and her party, I would be just a snack.

    My rank might continue to rise, but mastering physical skills was a separate issue.

    My experience in a dojo back on Earth felt inadequate.

    Though I learned spear techniques, their practical application remained wanting.

    Martial arts were a set of knowledge largely obsolete in modern society.

    Unused knowledge eventually tends to fade.

    'That's why preserving antiquity is difficult.'

    Moreover, the spear techniques or dagger skills on Earth hadn't evolved through mana influence.

    'However, over here, individuals wield swords and spears empowered by mana.'

    Its practicality would be unparalleled compared to modern martial arts.

    "I can't afford to die. I must become stronger, no matter the cost."

    Rashar nodded readily.

    Expressing it as a glorious honor to be able to repay a debt.

    Then she inquired with a few questions.

    "Do you often use the sword?"

    "Considering the frequency, yes, but I aim to learn the spear properly."

    "Hmm... Understood. Could you give it a few days? The temple matters aren't fully settled yet..."

    "No harm in waiting if you can secure one."

    "Thank you for understanding. Though I wouldn't call it a substitute... How about sparring with me in the meantime?"

    There could only be benefits from exchanging with someone of practical experience and certainly no detriment.

    "I'd like that."

    The conversation, lighter by then, continued into the dinner time.

    Discussing temple management and establishing rules for handling future arrivals of players.

    It was quite a meaningful dialogue time.

    Up until then, I harbored a fair bit of anticipation.

    One could even say I felt somewhat excited.

    Facing a sparring session with someone far superior to me was nearly a first.

    'Even the masters at the dojo were skilled.'

    At that point, my mana level had already surpassed the 1,000 threshold.

    Though facing the instructors, I had never felt it was tough or that I was powerless.

    Despite lacking in skills, I had a physical edge to more than compensate.

    But things would be different with Rashar.

    She might possess better physical abilities than me.

    Training with her would indeed benefit my skill improvement.

    * * *

    Once the visiting priests ceased their visits to Rashar's mansion, my days turned truly peaceful.

    Yet, amid this tranquility, the sparring with Rashar brought me new dilemmas.

    Slap.

    Phew.

    I rubbed my neck where Rashar's sword had nicked it and sighed.

    It was already the third sparring session.

    Each thrust of her sword seemed to inevitably meet with my body.

    'I presumed I had gathered ample experience.'

    A huge misconception.

    I wielded a spear, while Rashar wielded a sword.

    Starting from the moment when we stood holding different weapons, the sparring felt utterly one-sided.

    Her sword had struck my vital spots dozens of times already.

    Were it not a spar, I would have perished a long time ago.

    'This is insane.'

    Despite having learned spear techniques, being capable of thrusting and striking, that was all.

    I could only wield it, not wield it effectively.

    'I could swing and thrust according to the spear's inherent purpose, but it lacks practical effect.'

    The situation wouldn't differ if it were a sword.

    Being shorter in reach, a sword had fewer variables, but even wielding it wouldn't suffice.

    Perhaps, even armed with a sword, I would still fail to reach Rashar.

    'It's not even a level to draw comparisons.'

    According to the exchange of words when we started this training, there existed a massive gap between Rashar and me.

    The gap I mentioned referred to the physical time devoted to honing skills.

    - You started learning swordplay when?

    - I believe I was about three years old or so...

    - I never thought of not wanting to wield it. Becoming a knight is a destiny for those born with vast mana.

    In this world, mana is tied to one's future.

    Demi-humans born with attribute mana usually become mages, and those born with vast 1st rank mana become knights.

    Falling into the latter category, Rashar mentioned she had lived as a knight before becoming an apostle.

    The comparison to her seemed apologetic, even from the start.

    'It's only natural for there to be a skill gap.'

    While I was aware of that, it didn't mean it felt good.

    'Ultimately, I truly despise falling behind others.'

    Weighing the stark skill gap, I silently clicked my tongue, just then.

    "Still not getting it?"

    With a strange smile, Rashar posed a peculiar question.
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    At first, she had been cautious, but now she seemed to be enjoying the situation in a peculiar way.

    "Not just once or twice."

    Rashar seemed to be waiting for me to notice something. But I had no clue. What in the world was I unaware of?

    A bit stung in my pride, I bit my teeth and lunged again. Rashar, too, didn't back off, charging at me in the same manner.

    Of course, I had thought she would retreat, so I couldn't help but flinch for a moment. In that brief opening, Rashar squeezed in closer and slashed with her sword.

    The blade, which had been coming straight for my face, dropped downward. Rashar had flipped the sword 180 degrees so that the handle jutted out in the front.

    "Ouch!"

    With a thud, the sound of the sword handle striking me resonated as I was flung back, and only then did I realize.

    "Are you okay?"

    "The distance..."

    "Hmm?"

    I alternated my gaze between Rashar and my spear as I got back up. As I stood with my spear once again, Rashar also assumed her stance.

    But this time, she waited without moving. Rashar's lips curled up slightly.

    When she closed the distance as she approached, unlike before, I stepped back. Rashar, tapping the spear's blade with her sword, chuckled broadly.

    "You finally took your first step."

    I understood why I always used the spear in the initial clash and then switched to a dagger or a long sword.

    "The polearm has a long reach."

    But what if the distance between me and the opponent closed? The advantage the weapon provides would be lost.

    To maximize the spear's power, I must not allow the opponent to approach. But I had always rushed in first or engaged in close combat, finding it more comfortable to use the dagger.

    Until now, I had only known that the spear's reach was long. Without utilizing it, my knowledge was ultimately wasted.

    Because it was unfamiliar, I couldn't handle it as naturally as I breathed.

    "The range of my sword is about this."

    While I realized the mistakes I had been making, Rashar resumed her stance and extended her sword forward. I, too, adjusted my grip on the spear and stepped back a few paces.

    The distance between my spear's blade and Rashar's sword was much farther than I had thought.

    "Do you understand the range of your spear?"

    "... More or less."

    "Don't forget that distance."

    Rashar added a word and then pushed off the ground, closing the gap between us. It finally felt like the training had truly begun.

    * * *

    The most important point of training is repetition. It should be repeated and repeated until the body reacts without conscious effort.

    The same goes for the method used to form a mana core. Repetition was the only answer to not lose that sensation.

    I dedicated all my time to forming the mana core, even giving up hunts. And every time I meticulously layered mana alone, the same message appeared.

    「Mana Manipulation is attempting to evolve into Mana Control!」

    "Mana Control."

    It's a common skill being sold for a staggering 500,000 Mana in the store. And it's in the Silver rank tab.

    'If I succeed in evolving, can I acquire Mana Control for free?'

    Or will there be additional costs involved?

    Since I hadn't succeeded yet, I couldn't be sure. But one thing was clear: there was a skill tree in this game.

    A design allowing the acquisition of higher-level skills by filling up proficiency in specific skills.

    Once I realized it, I tried to badger the system when I was alone in my room.

    - Hey, system. If there's any information on the skill tree, spill it.

    But what came back was the all-too-familiar silence.

    - If you can't just give it, I'll do a hidden mission, so hurry up.

    So I tried to negotiate, but there were no results.

    "Tsk."

    Since the secret conversation with the 7 Great Virtues, the system had remained silent. It no longer directly intervened in my play as before.

    Even when the map and radar appeared, it was not due to the activation of the capitalism trait.

    It was merely that the corresponding function was turned on, as if it had been pre-programmed.

    'The capitalism trait is like an entry point for the system's involvement.'

    Perhaps an indirect route to avoid the restriction of interfering in the dimensional world?

    The fact that it wasn't activated meant there was no direct intervention by the system.

    Despite trying to provoke it several times, the system remained silent.

    'It hasn't gone to someone else, has it?'

    I ground my teeth with anxiety, but I had no method to call the system.

    And without the system's cooperation, obtaining information on the skill tree was impossible.

    'Is it information that can't be touched at this point...'

    If the skill tree were disclosed, player growth would accelerate.

    'It would also reduce the occurrence of mediocre or failed characters.'

    It was unfortunate.

    But clinging to something and demanding answers from someone who wouldn't respond was foolish.

    'For now, I'll wait for an opportunity.'

    Just because there's no breakthrough now doesn't mean it will be the same later.

    For anything, there's a right time.

    And choosing to focus in line with that time can maximize efficiency.

    Ignoring the timing and proceeding recklessly would only waste time.

    'For now, I'll let it go.'

    I added tasks related to the skill tree to my to-do list and focused again on core formation.

    As a result, after a day of intensively layering mana and repeating training.

    'Damn, I'm exhausted.'

    I was truly left without even the strength to move a single finger.

    My limbs trembled, and even sitting up straight was difficult due to sheer exhaustion.

    Collapsing with a thud, I lay down to release a heavy breath and looked at the sky.

    Though handling mana was inherently taxing, it had been especially strenuous lately.

    Would it be any wonder if I was losing weight because of it?

    The pants I had brought from Earth were becoming looser, so I had to tighten my belt.

    'Since I can't reduce the training, I should increase my food intake.'

    From today's dinner, I thought I should increase my consumption, and I painstakingly reached out my hand.

    Since I was lying down, the sweat kept getting into my eyes, and I thought to wipe it off.

    Water, high-protein snacks, and a towel...

    They were always within reach near the place where I trained.

    "Hmm...?"

    As I picked up the usually fresh towel, something suddenly dropped with a thud.

    Slightly sour-smelling, unpleasantly colored, and with a squishy texture.

    What fell from inside the folded towel looked distinctly like food waste.

    Due to the overpowering stench of sweat all around, I hadn't detected this sour smell.

    "Who did this?"

    Although I didn't know who, sensing hostility directed toward me, my combat instincts started to ignite.

    * * *

    Walter, a commoner who had served as a squire for five years, lowered himself into a hiding posture among the thick bushes near the garden connected to the dining area.

    Jeremy, studying under the same knight, was also with him.

    They waited, hidden in the bushes, for a moment.

    Jeremy, unable to swallow his anxiety as he constantly glanced around, suddenly whispered to Walter.

    "I'm not seeing you all day yesterday. Are you sure you didn't tell the butler? What if we get caught doing this?"

    "Quiet."

    If they got caught harming a guest of their lord, they would surely be expelled.

    Moreover, the other knights of different families would not accept them if such a scandal were known.

    This would mean abandoning the dream of being knighted. The efforts of the past five years would become futile.

    Yet, despite knowing the worst possible outcome, they couldn't help but proceed.

    - Why, you don't want to? Then stop being my squire."

    Walter gritted his teeth.

    "I should have found another knight back then."

    If he had done so, he wouldn't have been facing this predicament.

    The knight who had taken Walter and Jeremy in, Allens, was quite literally trash.

    He was obsessed with money and women, and his personality was petty and mean.

    In terms of skill, he was one of the least competent in the order, and his inferiority complex had grown to a twisted state because of it.

    Initially, Walter had wondered how such a person managed to join the reputable Bennett family's knight order.

    He later heard rumors that he got knighted through connections with the order's head.

    "It's said he saved the head's life on the battlefield before and was his son."

    Most evaluated that he wouldn't have become a knight without those connections.

    Whispers of having bought the knighthood with his father's life were rampant.

    Consequently, Walter and Jeremy, his squires, were also often sneered at.

    Of course, it wasn't because Walter fancied him that he sought his tutelage.

    At the time, Allens was the only choice Walter had for becoming a squire.

    Most knights accepted relatives or other family members as squires, leaving no room for others like Walter.

    Even if there were openings, knights were reluctant to accept the common-born Walter.

    The only knight who willingly offered Walter an opportunity was Allens.

    More accurately, since no notable family's children wanted to be his squire, he had no choice but to pick among commoners.

    Even then, Allens shamelessly demanded money in exchange for taking him in as a squire.

    Although he wasn't the most dependable knight, he was nonetheless a noble knight.

    Walter persevered through the unfavorable circumstances for five years, all to reach the same status.

    Next year, Walter would be 16 and eligible to be knighted.

    How could he risk being expelled with the finish line in sight?

    If he didn't follow Allen's orders, getting expelled was inevitable.

    But in the opposing case, there was at least a slim hope of not getting caught.

    Even when facing such petty threats, it was utterly miserable to find himself succumbing.

    Walter swallowed his bitter self-reproach with gritted teeth.

    However, he also understood why Allens would instruct them to do such a thing.

    In truth, Walter himself didn't have favorable opinions about the Outsider.

    "He's more clumsy than me."

    His grip on the spear and his proficiency were exceedingly poor.

    It was disappointing to think that such people could be the long-awaited hope.

    And yet, to be directly taught by Rashar and have access to a private training ground?

    Many at the order whispered among themselves.

    The soldiers either openly expressed their dissatisfaction, or attempted to suppress their complaints out of respect for Rashar.

    Allens was undoubtedly in the former category.

    "To do something like this to Baron Bennett's guest..."

    Walter held back a sigh as he looked at the leather pouch in his hand.

    He had stopped by the kitchen the day before, but today he had come from the stables.

    He didn't want to do such a thing, but...

    "Just until I get knighted, just until then..."

    At this moment, he should hold on tight and should intercept the attendant hurrying by to fulfill Allens's instructions, regardless of his self-loathing.

    Walter blocked the path of the attendant who had come out of the kitchen's back door.

    "Eek!"

    Startled by Walter and Jeremy suddenly appearing from the bushes, the attendant exhibited an overly sensitive reaction, almost having a fit.

    With his expression twisted, Walter interrogated half-accusingly.

    "Why are you so startled when it's not even the first time?"

    Jeremy, his expression tightly set, pressed down on the attendant's shoulder to immobilize her.

    "We're having a tough time because of this, okay? You're not hoping I spill everything, right?"

    Walter had caught him a few months earlier, smuggling goods into the mansion.

    Feeling sorry for his dire situation, he had kept his mouth shut and even received a promise that he would stop such acts.

    "Of course, I did report it to the butler."

    The attendant thinks Walter hasn't told anyone about it.

    Thanks to that, they had something to threaten him with and were using him to harass the Outsider.

    Before, it was simple pranks like putting food waste in a towel or filling drinks with salt or vinegar.

    Today, they went a bit further.

    "This time, put it in the food the Outsider eats."

    Walter offered the leather pouch filled with horse dung gathered from the stables.

    Recently, the Outsider had been frequenting the kitchen late at night.

    Slipping it in the food he took would be enough to give him an unpleasant experience.

    All of it was Allens's idea.

    "The coward."

    He was downright pathetic, doing petty harassment like this instead of speaking up front.

    "What are you doing? Hurry up and take it."

    Seeing the attendant biting his lips and hesitating, jeremy urged him on.

    But instead of taking it, the attendant was constantly glancing around.

    Why is he acting like this? Walter frowned as he thought.

    At that moment, he sensed an unknown force pushing down on him and Jeremy's heads before they could turn.

    "Gotcha, you guys."

    A voice unfamiliar to them rang out.
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    After coming to Bihar, the symbol that appeared could not be removed no matter what I did.

    Even attempting to cloak it with Invisibility had no effect.

    My figure could be hidden, but the symbol still floated prominently, asserting its presence.

    That assured me.

    It served as proof that I was under the protection of the 7 Gods, a brand marking me as someone not of this world, and a shackle limiting my choices.

    Perhaps it was likely designed to supervise any misuse of me being an Outsider for crimes.

    'If I caused trouble here and fled back to Earth, they'd have no way to catch me.'

    Imposing some restrictions was only reasonable.

    If I caused trouble while the temple symbol was visible, tracking me would become much easier.

    'It seems they've ensured my identity remains unhidden, preventing any mishap.'

    As a result, Invisibility lost its effectiveness in Bihar because of that symbol.

    'At least it doesn't show up on Earth, so I'm relieved.'

    It was confirmed by the reviews of other players.

    Thanks to that, my Invisibility wasn't entirely rendered useless. That's a relief, at least.

    Being unable to hide the symbol was inconvenient in many ways.

    However, that doesn't mean it couldn't be obscured.

    By using Invisibility in conjunction with my surroundings, hiding was not impossible.

    Extending branches, half-open window frames, even shadows cast by buildings and trees could help.

    'Places with less light are surprisingly hard to notice.'

    Humans also have a tendency to instinctively overlook things that defy common sense.

    Making sure no one saw the floating symbol in the dark wasn't too difficult.

    Thanks to hiding the symbol, I easily caught their trail.

    "Do it properly."

    As I uttered a word, those who were about to deliver horse manure for the stable gulped simultaneously.

    Both had their heads pressed against the dirt floor, hands behind their backs.

    Watching them, I sat on the edge of a flowerbed that rose to knee height.

    Then, crossing my legs naturally, I spoke.

    "Just so you know, for every time you lose your posture or let your waist down, you'll eat a spoonful of manure."

    Exactly what they intended to do to me.

    If they didn't want to eat, they'd better hold out well.

    After giving them advice with a hint of warning, I made a beckoning gesture to the attendant next to me.

    "These are the ones who threatened you?"

    He nodded vigorously.

    "I understand. You may go."

    "Uh, um, please don't tell the butler..."

    Though he didn't finish his plea before I waved him away, the attendant remained pale-faced, fixed in place.

    It seemed he intended to stay until he got the answer he wanted.

    From my perspective, his actions didn't sit well.

    'He knows he did something wrong, yet doesn't want to face the consequence?'

    Claiming that he was compelled to act under threat?

    Such naive and selfish thinking.

    Thinking you could be forgiven for anything under duress was a misconception.

    'It was just minor harassment.'

    But that didn't change the nature of his actions.

    The attendant failed to resist threats directed at him and found a scapegoat to take his place.

    'And that scapegoat was me.'

    Therefore, that attendant wasn't just a victim but had become an aggressor.

    'There were always such cases in school.'

    Those who would justify participating in school bullying because delinquent kids made them do it, those fools existed in every school.

    By falsely believing they could shield themselves, they were mistaken, and so was the attendant with his misguided notions.

    Annoyed by the attendant's attitude, I lifted my eyebrows and spoke.

    "Unless you're going to join them with your head on the ground, just leave."

    Perhaps due to my lowered voice or scowled expression, the attendant promptly left the area.

    But not without casting a fierce glare at the two buried in the ground.

    Watching him, I chuckled softly.

    'It's always someone else's fault.'

    Placing blame on those who pushed him to do wrong and those pointing out the wrongdoing instead of acknowledging his own faults.

    I utterly despised that type.

    Transferring all responsibility to others while pretending to be a victim.

    Refusing to acknowledge one's role in a wronged situation is truly trash.

    That said, his carelessness is why I could easily catch them.

    'These two hardly have the brains for this.'

    I reconsidered the words I'd overheard just a moment ago as I stared at the backs of the two with their heads down.

    - What would happen to us if we get caught doing this?

    Anxious tremors in their voices indicated they didn't want to engage in this.

    "Sigh."

    I wondered how many hands the bungling harassment had to pass through.

    After exhaling a long sigh, I stared at the backs of the two being disciplined.

    To be honest, they hadn't caused me significant harm.

    It was all a meager annoyance, just enough to get on my nerves.

    With one leg crossed and gently shaking, I watched them.

    When both began trembling, apparently at their limit, I decided it was time to speak.

    "Who put you up to this?"

    Jeremy, a boy with light brown hair and blue eyes, spoke hastily.

    "Ah, sir Allens!"

    "And who is that?"

    "He's the one who supervises our training and etiquette..."

    "Oh, I see."

    Apparently, here knights take their squires along, training and teaching them etiquette.

    I heard that being knighted requires a senior knight's endorsement.

    According to the common knowledge I'd learned from my conversations with Rashar, who I had dined with and shared insights, anyway.

    "Get up."

    When I clicked my tongue and uttered the command, they hesitantly rose to their feet.

    Their faces beet red from blood rushing, still young and immature. They couldn't be more than sixteen, maybe younger.

    'I heard they're considered adults here at sixteen.'

    Still, in my eyes, they were just kids.

    At eighteen, losing my parents, I still thought I was too young, let alone dealing with anyone younger.

    I sighed deeply, watching these young fools.

    'Such naive brats, acting recklessly.'

    What were they thinking, messing with an employer's guest and potentially getting themselves thrown out?

    'How should I handle such fools?'

    I was a guest of Rashar, the owner of this estate and a direct descendant of one of the few great aristocrat lineages in Ferrell.

    Though my identity was unclear, even that was warranted by the 7 Gods, leaving no room for criticism.

    My place here was definitely not small. Even Chandler, a relative within the noble family's branch, treated me with respect.

    So, involvement in harassing me means they can't avoid punishment once it's known.

    'Well... So, I can't just let it slide entirely.'

    It was Rashar, the mansion's manager, who had to decide on the matter.

    For me, as a guest, to step out of line would challenge her authority.

    Thus, I had no intention of overstepping my bounds.

    Of course, that didn't mean I'd do nothing at all.

    'I could at least ask her to delay any decisions.'

    Once Rashar decided on a course of action, those who led this nuisance would face limited repercussions.

    They might face some suitable punishment or, at worst, be kicked out quietly.

    Those methods were discreet and clean, but they didn't satisfy me personally.

    'You touched me, after all.'

    At the very least, they deserved a payback satisfying enough to relieve my frustration.

    To do so, I needed some time to prepare. Also, gathering some intel on them wouldn't hurt.

    The saying "know thyself, know thy enemy; a hundred battles, a hundred victories" exists for a reason.

    "What made you participate in such an act?"

    Once I began questioning earnestly, jeremy rubbed his hands desperately and confessed to everything.

    "I-I'm sorry. They said they'd throw us out... If we get kicked out at our age, no other knights would take us in!"

    On the contrary, Walter, with black hair and green eyes, remained silent.

    His lips were sealed tight, unwilling to lift his head.

    While I watched Walter, I continued asking Jeremy various things.

    By gathering information on this Allens character, about twenty minutes elapsed.

    After squeezing them for all they had, I waved them away, telling them to leave.

    Jeremy quickly hurried off, but Walter rose slowly.

    I wondered why he lingered without moving, until he spoke up.

    "... I'm sorry."

    Before leaving, Walter gave a small nod and apologized.

    Despite being coerced, he acknowledged his wrongdoing and didn't intend to deny it.

    True, he hadn't spoken until everything was over, leaving his intentions ambiguous up to that point.

    With nothing but a well-mannered apology, I snickered slightly and spoke.

    "Do you think that'll make you feel better?"

    Walter's shoulders flinched.

    Facing his stiffened gaze, I added a few more words.

    "If you wanted to live comfortably, you should have remained a victim until the end."

    Had they done nothing to me and left quietly, they might at least have a reason to feel unjustly treated.

    But by conspiring to harm others for personal reasons, they lost their innocence.

    The moment they failed to resist injustice and instead complied, their claim of innocence vanishes.

    There was no difference between the attendant and Walter.

    The only distinction was whether they apologized or not.

    However, I didn't consider that point of great importance.

    'It's better than not apologizing, I suppose.'

    But an apology doesn't resolve everything.

    If the incident had involved, say, more than mere harassment but actual poisoning, a murder case?

    Would a mere apology suffice to resolve everything then?

    'Saying it was unavoidable doesn't absolve you.'

    Mistakes differ from intentional wrongs.

    What happened due to ignorance can be a mistake, but what Walter, jeremy, and the attendant did was not a mistake.

    They knowingly made a bad decision, understanding the implications.

    'It's the same reasoning that leads me to align with the System for my purposes.'

    When I requested changes to the main scenario, aiming to inspire more players.

    At that moment, I became complicit with the System.

    'Even if there wasn't a way to eliminate the System back then.'

    That my decision didn't affect the System in any way doesn't matter.

    What matters is that I chose to align myself with it, thus not being innocent.

    I have never once forgotten that fact.

    So that's why I spoke to the young lad in such cold terms.

    "Don't you dare romanticize yourself with the excuse that you had no choice."

    Walter lowered his gaze silently after that before turning away.

    I frowned slightly as I watched his figure grow distant.

    Jeremy had said it's challenging for anyone in their late teens to find another knight willing to take them as squires.

    That knowledge sometimes led knights to make unreasonable demands.

    Allens was that exact case.

    'The ceremonies usually happen at the start of the new year... not even a month left.'

    Surprisingly, what I learned over the few days indicated it was currently December in this world, the year's end.

    'I have confirmed that each of the 12 months is the same.'

    Though general solar calendar dates differ, the concept of seasons and dates exists here.

    Winter being the year's end is consistent, too.

    Nevertheless, the weather here feels merely like a chilly autumn because Habon is situated in the continent's south.

    The reality being, Loborre is slightly colder, while the northern Viceta is said to be covered in a blanket of snow.

    Walter and the other squires were due to be knighted in about a month, as the new year dawned.

    With a short, internal click of my tongue, I called out as Walter drifted further away.

    Damned System.
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    "If he tries to kick you out, tell him you'll report to Rashar immediately."

    Walter shivered and stopped in his tracks, creaking as he turned back.

    "I'll make sure there's no formal sanction for a month, so whatever he tries, just hang in there."

    It was advice to not hesitate to threaten Allens, if necessary.

    There was no need to face a deceitful person with fairness.

    "Not even a fool lets himself be threatened for nothing."

    Showing courtesy to someone beneath humanity wouldn't earn one gratitude; it was just a delusion that they were deserving of such treatment.

    'Trying to reason with those who don't understand words is pointless.'

    It was better to treat such people according to their level.

    In just about a month, with similar threats, one could wedge in and hold their position until an official appointment came through.

    After a brief silence, Walter bowed deeply and apologized once more.

    However, I was no longer focusing on him. My arms were crossed, and I was immersed in thought.

    'Did he expect me to keep quiet and suffer known?'

    Most victims of bullying or oppression often can't speak openly about their situation.

    The shame of being victimized.

    Or the fear of facing even worse consequences.

    Various other reasons act as shackles.

    That's one reason why school bullying worsened.

    I had many headaches over it during my time in the student council.

    Of course, that didn't mean I belonged to that type.

    'I would probably be the guy who immediately stood up and grabbed the other person's collar.'

    Thanks to that, my animosity towards Allens flared up.

    'It's most likely him.......'

    While passing between the training ground, there were those who stealthily stared or whispered.

    One particularly frequent contact was a blond guy.

    I couldn't shake the feeling that the Allens Jeremy spoke of was that guy.

    'I thought it was merely discomfort towards my presence.'

    If it was more than that, it would sufficiently explain this behavior.

    'A guy who became a knight through connections, filled with inferiority complex.......'

    Probably felt uneasy seeing someone as insignificant as me occupy one of the rare personal training grounds.

    While I could understand Allens' perspective, I couldn't sympathize with it.

    I wouldn't resort to petty and crude actions just because I disliked an outsider.

    Allens' harassment wasn't direct, but it was enough to cause unpleasant feelings indirectly.

    So, it seemed necessary to pay him back.

    'How should I deal with that guy?'

    While pondering methods briefly, a sound of a horse neighing in the distance reached my ears.

    It came from the direction of the stables.

    'Come to think of it...'

    The things that Walter and Jeremy brought today were horse manure, weren't they?

    I recalled learning horse riding under Rashar's recommendation a few times.

    While fiddling with the ring on my left hand, I stood up from my seat.

    Rather than seeking out Rashar or Chandler, the one I sought wasn't them.

    "So, you want me to teach you magic?"

    It was Ahel, someone I didn't want to approach willingly.

    He greeted me with a bright face from his room at the furthest end of the east corridor on the 5th floor of the mansion.

    'I tried to avoid entanglements, finding it hard to read his mind.'

    Despite my preferences, it was always likely that I would eventually approach him.

    The random chest never once yielded 'knowledge'.

    From what I'd experienced, the probability of acquiring magical knowledge from a random chest was low.

    Therefore, I thought it essential to pave the way to learn magic on my own, rather than relying on low odds.

    "Yes."

    "The cost is mana exchange, right?"

    "Exactly."

    Spatial mana boasted limitless utility.

    Yet, by objective measure, Ahel's mana was ranked lower than mine.

    'So I have to gain something extra.'

    I proposed not just mana exchange but also lessons.

    "If you accept these conditions, I intend to regularly engage in mana exchange."

    The odds were high that Ahel would accept my proposition.

    'Higher rank mana has a denser concentration.'

    Getting my mana, even just ten amounts, was more efficient than obtaining 100 of the different types of second-rank basic attribute mana.

    That's why the higher the rank, the more pronounced the mana scent is.

    'Now that I think about it, I should learn to conceal the resonance soon.'

    Failing to hide it would be like announcing the rank of my attribute mana everywhere.

    'There's no need to voluntarily expose my full power.'

    With dedicated time, in the current preparatory phase of restructuring my total capabilities, there was ample time to learn.

    Ahel merely observed me steadily for a brief period.

    "Interesting."

    But soon enough,

    "Alright! Mana exchange, along with lessons," he agreed with a beaming smile.

    "Let's proceed step by step from the basics."

    From that day, I started learning magic immediately.

    * * *

    On the day marking two weeks since I discovered the culprit behind the bullying, I visited the stables and filled two buckets to the brim.

    I intended to repay the accrued grudges with interest as I headed to the training ground with a bucket in each hand.

    In those past two weeks, Walter and Jeremy had come up to warn me.

    They said Allens was scheming again and advised caution.

    True enough, there were incidents of flowerpots falling from above or water being poured, among others.

    Of course, thanks to the barrier, there weren't any additional damages.

    'That doesn't mean Allens should be forgiven.'

    Two weeks. I had immersed myself in magic learning with the sole intention of repaying the grudge.

    Having completed all preparations, I executed my plan, which brought me to this very moment.

    "Ahk! Wh-what is this?!"

    "Ugh!"

    Allens, who was jogging with other knights, found himself drenched in horse dung.

    The dung, which I personally gathered from the stables, was now on his head.

    Naturally, I was the one who dropped it on him.

    'I channeled Ahel's mana into the Mana Accumulation Tool from the random chest.'

    I was also skilled enough in magic to realize the bare minimum.

    Thanks to this, each glance at my status window, moved to the upper left of my vision, brought a grin to my face.

    Player: Kang Hyunwoo (Beta Tester) - Bronze rank

    Mana: 24663.48 (Attribute Mana: 573.1)

    Chaos Level: 0.0%

    Affiliation: Earth, order of Palao

    Race: Human (Player)

    Rank: Alpha

    Attribute: Lightning (★★★★★)

    Skills: Mana Manipulation (99.99%), Sense Expansion (75.88%)

    Magic: Mana Detection (lv.2 - 20.31%), Invisibility (80.66%), barrier (67.77%), Telekinesis (lv.1 - 2.13%)

    Trait: Capitalism, adaptability, tenacity, Purification (lv.1 - 64.76%)

    Titles: Bounty Hunter, alliance's Mark

    Reputation: 26115

    'Looking good.'

    With several hunts, the destruction of the messeo, and acquiring the teleportation magic through trait boosts, significant changes had occurred in less than a month since coming to Bihar.

    Moreover, because of this accomplishment, I found a method to acquire magic without using the shop.

    'Although, the downside is it requires time.'

    I estimated it might take months to learn a single magic for average individuals.

    There are roughly a hundred mana formations needed to teleport a single living creature.

    Better to go hunting during the time spent memorizing, and practicing each one.

    Still, for me, this downside was somewhat mitigated.

    Hence, I mastered Telekinesis magic in just two weeks.

    'I didn't expect the Adaptability trait to be this helpful.'

    The trait titled Adaptability had been in my status window since the inception of this game.

    Until now, I thought it merely increased the odds of learning skills through pathways aside from the shop and aided proficiency growth.

    But it wasn't that straightforward.

    'Without the shop's aid, discovering a skill requires personal understanding in the process.'

    Adaptability engaged in every aspect of that process.

    'What an insane trait.'

    If asked to pick something irreplaceable among the cards I held, adaptability would be my choice.

    Thanks to that trait, understanding Mana formations was easy, and memorizing them wasn't an issue.

    I had good memory since childhood.

    I was confident that in terms of basic memorization, I wouldn't lose to anyone.

    'I was even prepared to memorize law texts, so this is a piece of cake.'

    Back in high school, I aspired to be an attorney.

    Hence, I sometimes perused professional books my mother had out of boredom.

    Memorizing appealing articles in advance was common.

    As a result, Ahel's 2,000-page 'Basic Mana Formations' book posed no difficulty for me.

    'I didn't expect to find Pythagoras' theorem as a fixed formation.'

    Some familiar topics from high school mathematics were also visible.

    My memory was hazy, so I had to revise with the help of An Kijun giving me math books for brushing up.

    By organizing the rules embedded in formations, memorization speed multiplied.

    "Ah!"

    As a result, I could witness Allens's hysteria firsthand in two weeks.

    Drawing my gaze away from the status window, I reveled in the sweetness of Allens's scream.

    It's currently 9 a.m., all knights, except those patrolling the mansion, were engaged in joint physical training and tactical exercises.

    Until now, I used to slip into their physical training sessions quietly.

    Their basic training was grueling enough to push the body of a Bronze-rank player to its limits.

    But today, I was contently spectator at my personal training ground.

    Sitting leisurely in a pre-placed chair with crossed legs, indulging in the sight of Allens frantically trying to shake off the manure was all I had planned for the morning.

    'I'll have to diligently rain it down on him.'

    Making a gun shape with my forefinger and thumb, I began arranging the Mana formations.

    Then after about a minute,

    "Bang."

    I shot him one more serving, crafted especially thicker.

    Having lodged tissue up his nose, it was a handcrafted piece I meticulously worked on amid gagging fits.

    With that, Allens, who now had an even more intense spastic fit, began.

    This wouldn't conclude with a single session.

    I planned to persistently, seemingly irritatingly to the extent of pettiness, remind that bastard with the scent of manure of this in every breath he took in the coming days.

    What Allens inflicted upon me was by no means a mutual exchange.

    It was unilateral hostility and unjust violence.

    'Though it was just petty at best.'

    The fundamentals of his acts remained unchanged.

    'Both kindness and grievances, I believe in repaying with compound interest.'

    While fervently practicing manure-throwing as my targeted training on Allens for several minutes,

    It seemed Allens grasped that this ordeal was my doing.

    For he was starting to approach me with a terrifyingly stern face.

    "You litt-!"

    Before he could conclude his words, I linked the Mana formations I had laid in advance.

    "Bleagh!"

    "Goal."

    Thanks to that, I offered the rare experience of tasting horse dung to Allens, who had nearly spoken a word.

    'Now you're screwed, bastard.'

    He could certainly expect it. I planned to ensure he'd eternally regret meddling with me.

    Watching a busy Allens try wiping his tongue while gagging, I grinned ear to ear.

    Damned System
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    In Bihar, it was customary for the leader to command the knights of the main family, while the deputy leaders governed the knights dispatched to the branch families.

    Accordingly, Silvia Perlota, the third deputy leader, was responsible for the knights sent to Habon with Rashar over the past two years.

    Today, as she completed her usual routine, Silvia paused on her way to meet Rashar at the mansion.

    She stopped because she noticed K approaching from the opposite direction, set against the backdrop of the darkening sky.

    On closer inspection, she saw black blood staining his equipment and clothes, suggesting he had been to the corrupted area.

    'Really diligent.'

    K, whom she had observed for nearly a month now, lived a truly diligent life.

    It seemed as if he divided the 24 hours of a day into minutes to operate efficiently.

    Silvia had never seen him waste any moment of his time.

    'I've never seen someone plan their rest so meticulously.'

    Such diligence translated into a rigorous self-management.

    Observing K's lifestyle, Silvia, who had led a life of continuous training and thought herself quite diligent, found herself awestruck.

    Today, it seemed, he had returned from hunting at a corrupted area.

    She stood still for a moment, observing K.

    "Hmm?"

    At that moment, K, rubbing his neck and trapezius area as though tired, noticed Silvia while approaching the mansion.

    "Oh, hello."

    "...... Hello, K."

    "Are you by any chance going to meet Rashar?"

    "Yes, I have something to report."

    "Great, I was just about to head up there together too...."

    K, being familiar and cheerful as usual, suddenly trailed off mid-sentence.

    "Ah, I was going to go with you, but I guess I can't."

    His gaze landed somewhere, and Silvia nearly sighed seeing who it was.

    That familiar back of the head, accompanied by a couple of knights, was unmistakably—

    'Allens Hogel.'

    The person K had been engrossed with for some days.

    Did he perhaps sense K's persistent gaze?

    Allens, upon turning around and spotting K and Silvia, visibly flinched, his shoulders trembling.

    He looked noticeably haggard after so few days of torment.

    Though Silvia felt conflicted watching him, she showed no reaction and averted her gaze.

    Instead of meddling in their affairs, she decided to leave the place as quickly as possible.

    "Well then, I'll head in first."

    "Alright, see you tomorrow."

    Barely finishing her farewell, desperately avoiding the scene, she heard—

    "Ugh!"

    Allens' scream followed by a now familiar laughter.

    While she wished to ignore it, her gaze involuntarily turned towards the source.

    Turning back to look, Silvia witnessed Allens soaked in black ink.

    '... Ink today.'

    The day before it was mud, yesterday rotten eggs, and today it was ink.

    'When does he prepare all that?'

    Truly, diligence even in pointless aspects.

    Silvia shook her head, somewhat fed up.

    In recent days, K was devoted to tailing Allens.

    He went as far as throwing horse dung and finding Allens' room at the knights' lodge to pour filth over it.

    "Ahhh! Just stop it already!"

    "Come on, I'm not doing anything."

    Of course, Silvia remained a bystander throughout all of this.

    This was because Rashar had instructed her not to intervene in their affairs.

    Rumor had it that Allens had been the one to provoke K initially.

    When Silvia first heard this story, she intended to formally punish Allens.

    It was K who prevented that outcome.

    "I don't mean to ignore your order, but it's just that my stomach hasn't settled, you see."

    "I'm not saying to let it go permanently, but maybe for a month or so?"

    "If you could just give me until the New Year. Let me vent enough, then I'll say something."

    Initially, hearing those words, Silvia harbored slight resentment towards K.

    However, understanding the meaning behind the one-month period changed her perspective.

    'Walter is an exceptional talent.'

    The difference between being punished as a squire versus as a knight ordained was significant.

    'If he's expelled as a squire, receiving knighthood would be almost impossible for life.'

    Realizing that the month-long period K mentioned was time bought for Walter, Silvia had developed quite a fondness for K.

    However, at the moment, all she could see was...

    "Hey, let's go together, huh?"

    K was following Allens, covering the back of his head with ink, nonchalantly.

    With a complex expression, Silvia turned her head.

    In recent days, she had glimpses of K's petty and obsessive sides.

    Despite these not being favorable traits, her opinion of him remained relatively unchanged.

    In the corner of the hall, a young apprentice servant squatted in a place where servants passed through—he was part of the reason why.

    "That's strange... he should have been back around this time."

    Just as she was about to climb the stairs, Silvia noticed the child and approached.

    "Are you waiting for K?"

    When she spoke to him, the child, fidgeting with his hands on the floor, jumped up from his spot.

    Clearly flustered but pretending not to be, Silvia gave the child news of the one he was waiting for.

    "He went towards the knights' quarters."

    The child did not take long to be grateful before running in the direction Silvia had pointed, carrying a paper bag almost as big as his head.

    Inside that paper bag would likely be cookies or bread-like treats for K.

    While she wasn't sure exactly what had happened, none of the children at the mansion disliked K.

    'This alone tells you he's not a bad person.'

    If he were indeed a bad person, none of the children would have gone out of their way to take care of him.

    Watching the direction the apprentice servant had disappeared to for a while, Silvia resumed walking shortly thereafter.

    She had initially been en route to Rashar's office for a report.

    She couldn't delay further on other matters.

    'The dissolution of the Resistance leaves little room to breathe.'

    Thanks to the autonomy granted by Rashar, Bennett Family knights were now partially supporting the troops being reorganized around the order.

    Silvia was heading to Rashar's office to submit a list related to that.

    However, it seemed like today was not the ideal day.

    Before reaching the office, she encountered Chandler hurrying down.

    "Oh, sir Perlota."

    "Butler, is there an urgent matter?"

    "I heard K has returned, so I'm heading to escort him."

    His words made Silvia unintentionally glance back.

    Feeling anew, many people seemed to seek K out.

    "It would be best to check the training grounds or the lodge."

    She omitted mentioning he was obsessively harassing Allens there.

    Given K's consistent behavior over the past few days, there was no need to articulate something so obvious.

    "Oh, do you know where he is?"

    "Yes, I just saw him."

    "Goodness, thank you. Guests seem to be arriving shortly, so I will head there first."

    "Yes, take care on your way."

    Chandler passed by Silvia before she finished speaking.

    Being left there alone, Silvia cocked her head while watching Chandler go.

    'Guests?'

    Who could be seeking him at this late hour?

    * * *

    While I was once again repaying interest to Allens today, Chandler came to find me.

    "Guests?"

    He informed me that a guest had arrived to see me.

    Before I could even ask who it was, a boisterous voice rang out.

    "Outsider!"

    For a moment, it felt as though the entire ground trembled.

    Though not actually shaking, keeping one's balance was difficult.

    Not only for me, but most of those present in the training grounds staggered.

    It was a sensation as if the very foundation of one's body was quaking.

    Looking around to ascertain what was happening, my expression hardened instantly.

    "Indeed, a peculiar scent."

    What first came into view was a black nose, followed by strikingly blue eyes.

    Although they were definitely blue, a strange intensity flickered within them.

    It felt as though I was meeting the gaze of a beast eyeing its prey.

    In front of him, I couldn't even lift a finger.

    Fortunately, the bizarre phenomenon didn't last long.

    "Lord Horfe, you're here."

    Chandler had stepped between us, effectively breaking the eye contact with those blue eyes.

    Thanks to him, I knew who the sudden arrival was.

    'The renowned king of the Beastfolk, is this Horfe?'

    Certainly, his appearance was similar to the two Beastfolk I had seen before.

    Except for slight differences in stripe patterns and hair color, he bore all the traits of the tiger tribe's Beastfolk.

    If there wasn't another person by that name, this man truly was the king of the Beastfolk tribes.

    'Why in the world is the leader of an entire race here?'

    The instant the question formed, Horfe shoved Chandler aside and addressed me directly.

    "Step aside; I have business with the Outsider."

    Once having crossed the barrier known as Chandler, he extended a hand toward me and spoke.

    "Give it to me."

    Though the object was omitted, given his outreached hand, it was clear.

    Something that could make someone who barely knew I existed come to demand.

    'Catnip.'

    Nothing else I could provide a tiger tribe Beastfolk seemed probable.

    Judging by the blatant request, it seemed rumors had spread among them.

    I didn't need to ponder where such rumors had originated from.

    "There, ke! It's K there!"

    "Indeed, indeed, it's Ke."

    Breche, holding Berta, who was on his way over, was probably the source of those rumors.

    'He must have caught Horfe's attention with the catnip he had.'

    I discreetly glanced over the three tiger tribe Beastfolk and clicked my tongue inwardly.

    'None of them got caught in Mana Detection.'

    This phenomenon wasn't exclusive to the Tiger tribe's Beastfolk.

    Most people at the training grounds appeared as if their mana was shrouded in mist.

    'It wasn't like this the first day...'

    Was there a malfunction with the Mana Detection magic?

    Whilst mulling over the thought, I scrutinized Horfe again.

    He was still holding out his hand to me.

    'Should this be called having a my-face?'

    There hadn't been a single formal introduction when meeting the tiger folk.

    I had encountered three from the tiger folk, yet each time, their names were conveyed through others.

    It was juxtaposing but gradually started to feel like the norm.

    They had no need for a name exchange.

    'They all identified me by scent.'

    Berta, Breche, and Horfe.

    They confirmed me entirely by scent.

    This is a different way of interacting compared to humans, who confirm existence by exchanging names.

    'They probably lack even the concept of name exchange.'

    For the first time, I felt a tad bit of understanding toward the tiger folk.

    "Do you really not have it?"

    Horfe, still with hand outstretched, urged for the catnip.

    Instead of giving him what he wanted, I extended my empty hand.
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    "It's K."

    Since I had understood the characteristics of the Beastfolk, I thought of trying to understand their actions, even if they bordered on rudeness.

    However, that was not a reason for me to abandon the familiar ways of humans.

    I had just expressed the expectation that if their ways were to be respected, I as a human expected respect for my ways as well.

    "Oh, right."

    Whether Horfe completely understood my point or not was uncertain.

    Horfe took hold of my hand and shook it vigorously.

    "I'm Horfe."

    "Nice to meet you."

    Horfe was a king of a race.

    The structure of their power dynamics was unknown, but being the head of a group was never a light position.

    'I can't let the Beastfolk's king treat me merely as a catnip supplier.'

    It wasn't difficult to give them what they wanted.

    But if I gave in too easily, they would see me as someone they could always take from without asking.

    At the very least, they had to offer a minimum of courtesy when trying to obtain something from me.

    That way, mutual respect could be established.

    "I'm pleased to meet you too. I heard you have something called catnip? I came to get some."

    Having received at least minimal respect, I decided to respond to this impatient, my-way-or-the-highway tiger's approach.

    "I do have it, but..."

    I replied calmly and pulled out the last surviving catnip product from the inventory.

    Horfe, who promptly brought his face close, sniffed it like a curious cat.

    "What's this? It doesn't smell," he said.

    Rather than explaining, I opened the plastic lid and pressed the contents with his fingers.

    Chh-chh-!

    "Hooaahh."

    I had not expected to see such a scene again.

    Not only Horfe but even Breche, who had drawn close without me noticing, both relished the catnip spray.

    Everyone's eyes turned to watch these two gigantic tiger Beastfolk as they rolled and reveled in the catnip on the training ground floor.

    Finally, as the grown-ups were absorbed in the catnip, Berta, who had been watching quietly, ran over to me with a doll in her arms.

    "This doesn't smell; do it again," she said, holding out her doll.

    Judging by the state of the doll, it seemed extremely worn out.

    'Could it be that she's been carrying it for days?'

    I, heaving a slight sigh, took the doll from Berta.

    "While you're here, take another!"

    I suggested.

    "No!"

    "It's the same scent."

    "Then good."

    The child, who was about to snatch her doll back with bared teeth, changed her face and lifted her tail high.

    'Simple or honest, perhaps.'

    Looking at it closely, it seemed to be both.

    I shook my head lightly and pulled another fish-shaped doll from the inventory.

    "This one needs a wash."

    For the child, I offered a new doll and skin, while the adults received the catnip spray.

    As I was tending to cats of various sizes, a familiar voice called out.

    "K!"

    Chandler said, appearing confused as he glanced between me and the tiger Beastfolk.

    I could read a more blatant inquiry in Chandler's expression, asking what I had done to make these my-way-or-the-highway tiger Beastfolk become tame house cats.

    I shrugged and replied.

    "I worked some magic."

    Chh-chh.

    "Hyaaah."

    Chh-chh.

    "Hyaaang!"

    The responses were so favorable that it was unexpectedly entertaining.

    The strange addiction made me want to keep spraying.

    'I understand why people keep cats now.'

    Although I had no intention of keeping one.

    I was already responsible for so many individuals, and adopting a pet would be purely for self-satisfaction, knowing I couldn't care for it properly.

    I tucked the spray of catnip back into the pocket and reached out to lift Berta, who had sat on the ground.

    "Hehe."

    Whether I lifted her or not, Berta was busy burying her face in the new doll and grinning.

    Thanks to her focus on the doll, I managed to lift the child off the ground without resistance.

    I dusted off the dirt and dry grass from her clothes and held her securely in one arm.

    Then I turned back to Chandler.

    "Is this the guest you mentioned earlier?"

    "... Yes."

    "I see."

    "Pardon?"

    Chandler's confused retort made me feel some explanation was necessary.

    "He came to get something from me it seems."

    I waggled the spray container that had just been put in the pocket and continued.

    "Once they're back to their senses, I'll give it to them, so don't worry."

    I figured once the effects of the catnip wore off, I could hand the spray container to them and send them on their way.

    'It seems like a species that personally advocates addressing their business directly; if they get their catnip they'll probably leave as well.'

    So I informed Chandler that there was no need to stand by.

    "Ah."

    Upon my brief explanation, Chandler nodded as if he finally understood.

    He continued to glance down at the tiger Beastfolk with a complicated expression before slightly bowing.

    "Then I shall take my leave."

    After Chandler left, I waited around with the two intoxicated tiger Beastfolk, scanning the area.

    I sought Allens, who had been pestering me earlier, only to find that Allens had disappeared from the training grounds.

    'Did he escape so soon...'

    There was still enough ink from the kitchen to use, albeit regretfully.

    Of course, it didn't matter much. Allens was usually predictable in his whereabouts within the mansion.

    Knights were required to regularly patrol for security and be within the mansion for immediate response to emergencies.

    This essentially meant Allens was within my control.

    'I can go to his quarters later.'

    I stood by and waited for the tiger Beastfolk to snap out of it, all the while practicing teleportation magic with three swaying striped tails beside I.

    The two adult tigers finally began to regain their senses.

    "It's a sealed item, so it'll be convenient for you to use."

    Horfe, who had composed himself, readily took the spray bottle and nodded.

    "I'll pay for this later."

    "Huh?"

    "Humans are sensitive about such things, aren't they? Giving and receiving?"

    It sounded like he was critiquing humans for being calculative, but there was no sarcasm in his tone or demeanor.

    The reason for the comment was simple enough.

    'He's just straightforward.'

    Even Berta clearly communicated what she wanted.

    Horfe was the same.

    'Humans he has encountered likely behaved particularly transactionally or sensitively.'

    Yet, there seemed to be no subjective judgment or personal favor or disfavor about it.

    They only voiced what they saw.

    There was no reason to react defensively to words with no particular malice.

    "In my case, besides liking transactions, I simply dislike owing debts."

    After all, I had been moving actively to repay such a debt until just recently.

    Horfe leaned back and burst into hearty laughter at my response.

    "Ha-ha-ha-ha!"

    He even patted I on the shoulder heartily.

    "Urgh."

    The huge hand was so heavy that I, who had been standing fine, staggered to one side.

    Once I barely managed to regain balance, Horfe's hand withdrew.

    Of course, it wasn't by his own will. Berta, who bit down on Horfe's hand fiercely, caused the retreat.

    "Don't touch him!"

    "Huh?"

    "He's mine! I found him, I brought him!"

    Horfe grabbed Berta by the scruff and lifted her lightly.

    "See how brave and strong-minded you are?"

    "Let go! Let go! I said go away!"

    "I can't do that. Do you know why I came here as soon as I left the plains? I'm going to take you with me all day, so be prepared."

    "Nooo!"

    Horfe laughed loudly and began walking away, holding Berta up.

    I softly laughed at the sight of their backs.

    'Truly consistent.'

    Unbound by convention both when arriving and leaving.

    'In some ways, it seems liberating.'

    It was so different from the way life had been lived thus far, but it didn't make I feel bad or uncomfortable.

    Due to several encounters, I was beginning to grasp their way.

    I watched the receding figures of the father and daughter for a brief moment.

    "Always noisy, that one."

    There was a clicking sound, and I turned to see a large figure squatting beside me.

    "It's Berta. That small one, she's just like someone I know—does whatever she wants."

    They weren't one to talk; they were in no position to criticize.

    I kept looking in disbelief, and Breche turned his head inward, asking.

    "Why are you looking at me like that?"

    "I trust you aren't asking because you don't know."

    "What?"

    Breche wouldn't understand even if I did explain, so I shook my head and changed the topic instead.

    "Aren't you leaving?"

    "Why would I?"

    Well, just because they came together didn't mean they had to leave together.

    While one may have come for catnip, the other may have come seeking I.

    "Came along since I was visiting anyway. Told you before, didn't I?"

    As expected, Breche confirmed while sitting with his butt on the floor.

    That Horfe and Breche had different visit purposes.

    'He came for catnip while Breche came to see me.'

    Berta must have followed the two Beastfolk along seeing them go.

    "What about you?"

    "Hmm?"

    "Are you going out? All the Outsiders seem to be heading to the corrupted area."

    "Aah."

    I casually checked the symbol above.

    Although still conspicuous, I was no longer uniquely ranked.

    A few of the front-runners had completed the initiation mission while I had been studying magic.

    'Even Ethan already has more than 20,000 mana.'

    So, I had gone hunting just yesterday and today. Delaying it further made it feel like falling behind.

    "I've just been there?"

    "Really? When are you going next? Let's go together."

    "What?"

    "It's better for you to kill a lot of monsters, right? I'll catch them for you."

    So, he was offering to assist in hunting in exchange for catnip?

    First Horfe, and now Breche.

    It was becoming clear how the Beastfolk viewed humans.

    'Or perhaps.'

    Breche might have realized after hearing Horfe mention trade.

    Before hearing about trade, Breche might not have thought much of it until then but felt the need to offer something after Horfe's remark?

    'Well, the reason doesn't really matter.'

    Though Breche's accompaniment wasn't in the plan, there was no reason to refuse.

    "That'd be great. Let's go tomorrow."

    I gladly nodded in agreement.

    "What time?"

    Typically, training with the knights was scheduled for the mornings.

    Considering that schedule, the hunting with Breche would be...

    "How about meeting at the city gates at 1:30?"

    "I'll be hanging around for a few days. Horfe went to see my mother, so I won't be going home for a while."

    "Then we'll leave together."

    "Yeah, see you tomorrow."

    Breche waved a hand lazily and headed towards the mansion.

    I looked in the opposite direction, pulling out the snack given by the kitchen's little kid.

    "I should go too."

    I turned towards the direction of the knights' quarters.

    Since Horfe had left, I needed to find Allens who was likely hiding from me somewhere.

    It became a hobby of sorts that had become quite familiar over the past few days.

    * * *

    The following day, after completing the morning training, I joined Ahel for lunch while also conducting magic lessons.

    To mask any magical residue before heading out, it was productive.

    Even until then, I was not particularly alarmed that Breche hadn't shown up.

    'Some prioritize sleep over hunger.'

    Although I was more inclined towards appetite.

    Given that this differed from my inclination, it didn't seem like a big issue, thinking Breche would likely come down eventually.

    However, when the time came for departure and Breche was still absent, concern arose, prompting me to have a servant inquire about Breche's status...
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    "Still sleeping, huh...?"

    I looked at the guy snoring away in the guest room.

    "Zzz..."

    Looking down at Breche, spread out on the bed snoring, I soon shook my head and turned away.

    'Let's just go.'

    Today's main purpose for the outing was hunting.

    Having Breche as an acquaintance would be good, but it wasn't essential.

    Maintaining friendly ties and networking with other races was just a secondary aim.

    'Doesn't necessarily have to have someone help with the hunt, does it?'

    I had been doing fine on my own so far.

    Besides, seeing him sleep so soundly suggested he was exhausted.

    Getting paid for the catnip today wasn't urgent, going alone wouldn't be a problem at all.

    'Let's just get there first.'

    With his sense of smell seeming to be more developed than a human's, he should be able to catch up.

    Even if he didn't chase after me once he woke up, it wouldn't matter.

    Having organized my thoughts, I left a brief message with the attendant who had shown me to Breche's room.

    "If he's looking for me, tell him I went to the Lamolt Mountains."

    "Yes, sir K."

    Having informed my destination, I set off from the mansion.

    I soon arrived at the familiar entrance of the Lamolt Mountains, where I could now find my way even with my eyes closed.

    The purified areas had increased significantly, meaning I had to go deeper than before.

    After finding a spot and hunting for a while, I paused, brushing off my spear.

    Then I opened my status window.

    Currently, my mana was in the mid-30,000s.

    Through 6 or so hours of hunting, I gained about 2,000 to 3,000 mana by purifying an area of corruption.

    'It looks difficult to exceed 40,000 today as well.'

    Some mana was inevitably siphoned off as points went to the Order.

    After gazing silently at the status window numbers, I soon shifted my gaze to the map.

    'There was a Level 2 corrupted area over there, wasn't there?'

    Lately, hunting in the Level 1 corrupted areas felt akin to repetitive labor.

    I began to think the battles here weren't dangerous.

    'Only one evolved creature too.'

    After mulling it over, I finally altered my direction towards the unfamiliar area.

    I intended to find out how much mana could be obtained for the time invested at Level 2.

    Given my intention was mainly exploration, I traveled safely through the skies using the barrier.

    "Hmmm..."

    I had been informed by Rashar of the criteria for distinguishing corrupted areas.

    'It depends on the number of the messeo, the scale of mana concentrated in them, and the number of evolved creatures.'

    Compared to a Level 4, level 2 corrupted area had between 3 to 5 Messeo.

    However, the number of evolved creatures was higher.

    'I've already found 9...'

    Entering a Level 2 corrupted area, I had located only 4 Messeos.

    Yet, there were 9 evolved creatures eating smaller monsters, lurking around the corrupted area.

    With two black stars on their heads, these creatures surely were Level 2 evolved types.

    And those were excluding the ones near the Messeos; including them, there'd be more.

    Mana sensed from these lurking evolved creatures was about 1000?

    Similar in scale to the mana I had previously seen from Han Changshik.

    'Perhaps there's a limit to their growth.'

    It seemed they couldn't absorb more mana past a certain point.

    'If not, why would creatures monopolizing and not sharing the messeo now be loafing outside?'

    From a Level 2 corrupted area onward, it meant having to face evolved creatures roaming the field.

    'Basically, the higher the corruption level, the older the messeo.'

    Evolved creatures would need time to absorb mana up to their limit.

    'Moreover, it seems the size of the Hole attached to the messeo is increasing.'

    I focused my Mana Detection on the messeo just at the edge of my range.

    Certainly, more mana was gathered than what I saw in a Level 1 corrupted area.

    Reflecting on what I had confirmed with my own eyes, I checked the mission list.

    I let out sighs from deep within my consciousness.

    In a higher-level corrupted area, the thought of how many evolved creatures teeming around was daunting.

    "What's the point in overthinking...?"

    It was best to deal with the ones right in front of me first.

    I cast aside unnecessary thoughts and stood up.

    Beneath a red, translucent barrier about 20cm in diameter, an evolved creature was visible.

    I assessed the size of the corrupted area.

    'With a scale like this, it seems impossible to clear it all in one day.'

    Leaving after capturing just a few would feel incomplete.

    'Since I'm here, I'll clean it out thoroughly before I leave.'

    I had camping experience, and informing Rashar that I'd be staying out was enough.

    A brief rest could be taken with Barrier Stones.

    'The sooner I finish, the more costs I'll save.'

    Buying too many Barrier Stones would lead to high expenses.

    'I should finish within 2 or 3 nights at most.'

    Having done the calculations, I jumped toward the evolution lingering at my feet.

    * * *

    On the third day devoted solely to hunting, a message appeared saying that I had cleared my first Level 2 corrupted area.

    With all 4 Messeos destroyed and 14 evolved creatures killed.

    Breche joining briefly to help with hunting was part of the reason it ended quickly.

    After a total of 2 nights and 3 days, my mana earned exceeded 30,000.

    Yet, the actual increase in my mana was below 20,000.

    Having purchased potions, food, and numerous magic stones to save time, it couldn't be helped.

    'Though I finished early due to investments,'

    At first, a few pressure stones attracted not just dozens, but nearly a hundred monsters, forcing purchases of attack magic stones.

    Efficiency-wise, moving to Level 2 was better than staying at Level 1.

    Though I frequented the shop, the revenue also increased proportionally.

    'Next time, I should pick a day and go out again.'

    With the Barrier Stones, I could hunt for extended periods while resting for 3 to 4 hours.

    'For now, let's head back.'

    Having achieved decent results, I dragged my tired body back toward Habon.

    Trudging along the main street towards the mansion, my steps were heavy.

    I wanted to head back to the mansion to soak in warm water, but sweet rest had to wait a little longer due to the numerous mana detections.

    On the path I came and the alleys along the route, if not mistaken, the energies centered around me were moving in all directions.

    'I feel a strong sense of déjà vu.'

    There was only one way to confirm whether this feeling was a misunderstanding.

    Without second-guessing, I changed directions.

    Significant auras were trailing behind me.

    'Indeed, they're closing in.'

    Their aim on me was confirmed.

    Furthermore, it was clear they weren't just some unskilled thugs.

    'Did another Order send them?'

    After an official rejection, they were silent.

    Seizing the opportunity as I stepped out to make a move?

    'Openly like this?'

    Even if my title's effect was acknowledged, could a group worshipping a god be this overt in their actions?

    'Such foolishness...'

    Given they offer a real-time communication feature in their order website, the chances of failure were high.

    Players could interact with Order officials in real time.

    'Should it be assumed a party unaware of the website function is involved?'

    While narrowing down on the unfamiliar presence, I moved off the main street.

    Soon, I entered an unpaved, muddy alley, hemmed in on all sides by them.

    Eyeing the unfamiliar faces, I realized the number picked up on Mana Detection was identical to the visible count.

    The implication was straightforward.

    'At least there's no core presence.'

    I queried Ahel before departing the mansion.

    What were those immune to the Mana Detection?

    Thanks to her, I learned it involved mana cores.

    -Detection magics gauge the whole amount of mana from the emitted waves.

    By containing naturally emitted mana within a core, it remained undetected by detection arts.

    Following Ahel's explanation, removing the residual resonance of mana was similar.

    Therefore, being unable to evade Mana Detection meant they weren't proficient individuals possessing cores.

    'Furthermore, their mana feels petty.'

    A size one could associate with an ordinary human.

    "Hmm, well now. This is quite a meeting."

    During an instant standoff as if exchanging glances, someone from the intervening crowd stepped forward.

    A man in his early-to-mid thirties with three long scars down one side of his face.

    He looked like the leader of this team at a glance.

    Finding no need to respond, I simply surveyed him up and down.

    A man grimaced, spat, and uttered,

    "A stoic one, aren't we?"

    With a sweeping glance at the surroundings, the scarred man drew the sword at his waist.

    "Boys, be careful even if he resists."

    A piece of unexpected information was gleaned from his subsequent words.

    "The ransom is a whopping 1,000 Herrs."

    A brief term uttered by him lodged firmly in my ear.

    'Ransom.'

    The significance of that word was all too clear.

    'An attempted kidnapping.'

    Someone had clearly hired these kidnappers targeting me.

    "What are you doing? Grab him."

    As I processed the situation, the scarred man ordered, and the assailants started closing in.

    Facing several commoners without mana manipulation wasn't difficult for me.

    'A monster caught today is weaker than a human.'

    Nevertheless, I didn't let my guard down. The scarred man exuded confidence.

    'Perhaps he has a trick up his sleeve?'

    In such a case, caution couldn't hurt.

    'In battle, winning is always preferable.'

    The limited space would inconvenient my spear.

    Immediately drawing two daggers, I got into combat posture.

    'Investigating the instigator matters too.'

    Facing them personally was necessary to find out who targeted me.

    Though I had a rough idea, there was too little information in the current circumstances.

    'At most, something rich.'

    If 1,000 Herrs meant a thousand platinum coins, it indicated abundant financial resources to catch me.

    Verifying deeper required direct confrontation.

    Calculating, I sprang into the encirclement and brandished my daggers.

    Every slash evidently drew blood, affirming the immense gap in skill.

    Watching the stark disparity, uncertainty crept in.

    'It doesn't seem like the Order.'

    If they intervened, wouldn't they have sent holy knights?

    I'd have been captured without even a struggle.

    "Why are you guys so weak?"

    Accidentally muttering those words, their lackluster skills bewildered me.

    The assailants were too pathetic, causing confusion and

    Leaving me at a loss as to why they were so self-assured with such paltry skills.

    I redirected my focus toward incapacitating them instead of killing.

    They posed too little threat to endorse a massacre.

    Though unintended, I ended up appearing to toy with them.

    Shielding with a complex facial expression, I abruptly shivered from the shoulder.

    "Let's see how long that ease lasts!"

    Upon the shout from the back-stepping scarred man, mana stirred from the side.

    When the Mana Detection level rose, such tingling sensations appeared.

    Mainly when Ahel demonstrated magics.

    It was similar to the feeling experienced when someone other than me imbued magic.

    Kicking the nearest assailant, a surge of black smoke rushed toward me.

    By stepping up onto a nearby fallen one, I managed to leap into the air.

    Thus, the smoke initially headed toward me dispersed toward unrelated assailants.

    'It's an unfamiliar type of magic.'

    What attribute does that magic employ?

    No sooner was the doubt raised than the woman who inhaled the black smoke began sobbing uncontrollably, tears streaming down her face.

    'What ordeal is befalling her?'

    Though my curiosity about its effect piqued, no immediate means of verification existed.

    Leaving the slack figures, I turned my attention to the scarred man.

    Judging from his sinister demeanor and rummaging through his waist-slung leather bag, he seemed to have more cards to play.

    Given the chances of possessing more magic stones, intercepting before he acted was a necessity.
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    I did not wish for the commotion to escalate further, and if by any chance the security forces arrived, I might have to hand over their safety to them.

    'I don't fancy that.'

    Involving others, especially groups, would mean I couldn't investigate as I wished.

    Avoiding the black smoke, I retreated and hurled two Blackwood throwing stars, which were hanging from my waist, at the scarred man.

    "Aagh!"

    One of the stars, similar in size to a finger or two, embedded itself precisely in his wrist. The other grazed past the head of the leather pouch.

    Ssshh.

    Due to the surrounding commotion, I wondered if the sound was something only I heard. The end of the leather pouch tore and fell to the ground.

    I would check on the items that left their owner's possession later.

    'Let's just roast them all at once.'

    If given time, they would use the magic stone again, so it seemed better to bind all their limbs before that.

    Crackle-!

    Releasing about half of my attribute mana, sparks spread up to a radius of 10 meters. Most of those within that radius were electrocuted.

    Those with bad luck seemed to have died from shock.

    The smoke and smell of burning flesh never became familiar, no matter how many times I experienced it.

    "Tsk."

    Just by materializing the mana, they died. It was a moment that made me realize anew how pitifully weak humans were compared to monsters.

    I clicked my tongue inwardly while walking past the trembling, electrocuted individuals, heading toward the scarred man.

    Perhaps because he was further away from me, he was still trying to move, albeit trembling.

    It was admirable how he tried to crawl away with his hand pierced by the star, but it seemed unnecessary to pay attention as he barely moved at all.

    While he struggled, I picked up the leather pouch that had fallen to the ground.

    Just in case, I glanced inside and, as expected...

    "Whistle."

    A whistle naturally escaped my lips because there were quite a few colorful stones inside.

    'Are all these magic stones?'

    An unexpected bounty drew a smile across my face.

    Worried about losing them, I hurriedly stuffed them into my inventory.

    Though I had already stuffed various things inside, and worried they might not fit, luckily, they went in.

    Having secured the spoils, the next step was to interrogate the prisoner.

    "Stop moving."

    I firmly stepped on the waist of the scarred man, who still couldn't give up and was struggling.

    Then, I squatted down to meet his eyes.

    "I've got time to spare, so do you have any more tricks up your sleeve?"

    "Ugh...."

    I pointedly referenced what he had said before using the magic stone, but there was no meaningful response.

    "If you have any tricks, use them quickly; otherwise, they'll go to waste."

    I tried provoking him further, but still nothing. It seemed my words weren't reaching him properly, possibly due to the aftereffects of being electrocuted.

    The scarred man flailed his arms before collapsing forward.

    Seeing him with his face buried in the muddy ground, completely motionless, it seemed he had fainted from exhaustion.

    I turned him over so he wouldn't choke to death.

    As I looked around, there was no one left unscathed. Some had fainted like the scarred man, while others were convulsing.

    A few appeared to have stopped breathing entirely. They were probably dead.

    Though I didn't feel guilty for the ones who drew their swords on me, it certainly inspired caution.

    'I should be careful when using this on regular people.'

    Getting struck by lightning should indeed threaten one's life, but I hadn't considered that.

    Realizing just how far removed I had become from the realm of ordinary people, it was not a pleasant feeling.

    I briefly glanced at the scarred man.

    Gathering ropes that some of the ruffians had, I began tying them up.

    * * *

    "Hey, how long are you gonna keep sleeping?"

    Slap, slap.

    "Ugh, cough!"

    The impact on his cheek roused Ladriol from his slumber.

    It felt like being forcibly dragged back to consciousness by the scruff of his neck — a most unpleasant sensation.

    Coughing up blood, Ladriol forced his heavy eyelids open.

    Momentarily startled at the blurry sight, like a breath-fogged window.

    In his drowsy state, Ladriol attempted to assess the situation.

    Thanks to that, he quickly spotted the Outsider crouching in front of him.

    The eyes bore no distinct feature, just a dull brown hue.

    Within those eyes, something blue glimmered briefly before fading away.

    Perhaps it was a figment of his imagination, as it vanished in an instant.

    Yet, why couldn't he move?

    While Ladriol stiffened, the Outsider looking down on him clicked his tongue and murmured.

    "I would've let you sleep all day."

    That Outsider rose with a mutter and stepped back.

    In the fleeting moment, Ladriol noticed that all his subordinates were on their knees.

    Of course, not by choice.

    With their hands and feet tied together, they had no other option.

    Ladriol found himself in the same predicament.

    The only difference was that he lay prone on the ground due to his unconsciousness.

    Having witnessed the unexpected scene left him frozen when the Outsider nudged his leg and spoke.

    "What are you doing? Get into position."

    With a flick of his head, he indicated toward the subordinates.

    Recognizing the implication, Ladriol, with gritted teeth, wriggled and squirmed.

    With his hands and feet tied behind him, he struggled to rise.

    'I... I must get up.'

    Sensing the watchful and demanding gaze upon him, he could no longer delay.

    The Outsider, who had aligned his subordinates and forced them to their knees, sat across from them, staring keenly at Ladriol.

    The fact that the Outsider was seated on one of Ladriol's subordinates as if he were a chair was minor in comparison.

    What mattered now to Ladriol was the Outsider's persistent and quiet stare.

    Against all odds, Ladriol managed to rise on his knees, avoiding the intense gaze.

    "Tsk, you're sluggish."

    The Outsider clicked his tongue softly, muttering in discontent.

    Yet somehow, evading the chill-inducing gaze was a relief.

    Ladriol discreetly sighed in relief while stealing glances at the Outsider.

    "You're not sitting properly. You're making it wobble."

    The Outsider smacked the back of the head of his human chair, who immediately straightened his back more.

    "You should've done it right from the start. Must you really wait for a word from me?"

    Clicking his tongue again, the Outsider scanned through his captives.

    Each person he glanced at trembled or bowed their head lower.

    Upon closer inspection, a few faces bore prominent bruises.

    Additionally, with lips or skin around the eyes split, blood trickled down, leaving them almost unrecognizable due to swelling.

    Ladriol recalled the situation before he fainted.

    Though there had been a physical altercation with the Outsider, it hadn't been of the sort to leave bruises like that.

    Both sides had wielded blades.

    Thus, the explanation for those injuries was simple.

    'They were beaten while I was unconscious.'

    The one serving as the Outsider's chair had the most battered face.

    Clearly, he had been beaten meticulously — a showdown of sorts, without restraint.

    His subordinates' tense demeanor suddenly made sense.

    But things didn't quite add up.

    'Outsiders should be fairly uniform in skill.'

    Most were on par with soldiers assigned to corrupted areas.

    Some wielded mana like knights.

    Yet even then, it wasn't of a significant level.

    Barely akin to novice squires materializing mana.

    Overall, outsiders mirrored the ratio of soldiers and knights in this world.

    This assumption partly led to the underestimation of the assignment.

    With enough numbers and some illusion magic, it seemed catching him would be easy.

    Then, why did it turn out like this?

    'These are my men who have endured so much under me.'

    Engaged in human trafficking, banishments to corrupted areas — they are men who lived and gained skills in tough conditions, yet they were smashed by one Outsider.

    It felt odd since it wasn't a simple loss due to attribute mana.

    Even before the Outsider used mana, not a single ruffian could even graze his cloak.

    As if battling a seasoned knight.

    "So, what now?"

    Ladriol's musings were interrupted.

    The Outsider broke his long silence.

    "Y-Yes?"

    Ladriol gulped silently as his peers remained mute, throwing him dubious looks.

    "Tell me who sent you."

    "I-I don't know!"

    His honesty stemmed from the belief that a wrong answer could result in death.

    The corpses of the deceased lay neatly in a corner.

    Ladriol wasn't foolish enough to hold stubbornly to an already failed mission.

    "Sigh."

    The Outsider sighed heavily, closing his eyes. It was a chilling sight.

    "Right, I didn't expect you'd spill all at once."

    He mumbled, rising from his seat.

    "It's all right, totally all right."

    "Wh-what?"

    "Don't worry. After some beatings, you'll remember."

    The Outsider rolled his shoulders as if warming up; Ladriol's heart raced with urgency.

    "Orders through the guild are really unknown to us!"

    Desperation led him to spill everything he knew.

    Guild-related tasks kept the client's identity secret.

    The guild handled advancements and completion payments.

    For this task too, capturing the Outsider meant a guild representative would fetch him.

    Ladriol explained his knowledge earnestly with desperate sincerity.

    Had his genuine earnestness finally resonated?

    "The guild? What's that?"

    The Outsider returned to his seat, asking inquisitively.

    Officially termed the mercenary guild, their role went beyond managing registered mercenaries, they acted as intermediaries linking clients to mercenaries.

    However, with the prolonged war wiping out over 80% of Demi-humans across the continent, deployed mercenaries dwindled.

    This naturally reduced income for mercenary guilds reliant on brokering deals, pocketing commission fees.

    Consequently, they discreetly engaged in illicit activities, human trafficking being notable.

    Teams focused on kidnapping, like Ladriol's, and those purchasing children from parents for meager sums existed.

    Well-known yet invulnerable due to reliance on mercenaries for exterminating creatures beyond strategic locales.

    Resistance handled ones at strategic sites, but mercenaries dealt with those gathering in remote regions.

    That longstanding necessity enabled the Resistance to overlook the guilds' illicit acts.

    Once again, Ladriol divulged all he knew.

    "Well, is that so?"

    With arms crossed, the Outsider mused. Even tapping his feet impatiently.

    Ladriol held his breath, eyes affixed to the Outsider's foot movements.

    Whatever words the Outsider uttered next would determine his fate.

    "Well, can't be helped then."

    A resounding gulp echoed from Ladriol posthaste.

    The Outsider abruptly stood, untying Ladriol and his subordinates.

    "Alright, quickly tie them."

    Befuddled, Ladriol looked up at the Outsider with a dumbfounded expression.

    The Outsider, in a rare act of kindness, elaborated.

    "You claim ignorance of the client, right? So I must meet them myself."

    For the bewildered Ladriol group, the Outsider repeated, holding out a rope.

    "What are you doing? Hurry and tie them. There's no time to waste, so hustle."

    He clapped his hands, drawing attention, urging Ladriol and his subordinates into action.
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    "Did you say there's been contact?"

    "Yes, they said the items have arrived, and we need to pick them up."

    Vallego, who had been enjoying his meal while patting his rounded belly, suddenly jumped up from his seat.

    'Finally!'

    It had been about fifteen days since the request was made, and only now did it seem to have borne fruit.

    "What should we do? Should I go alone...?"

    "No, I'll have to go personally."

    Vallego hurriedly prepared for an outing and soon boarded a carriage.

    Accompanied by his attendant and a knight, he quickly left the estate.

    Inside the speeding carriage, the attendant who followed Vallego carried a wooden box the size of a human head.

    Vallego snatched it eagerly and opened the lid.

    Revealed inside was a chunk of metal.

    It wasn't just any metal chunk, but a restraining magic tool designed to be worn around the neck and wrists.

    "Hehehe."

    With this, it was only a matter of time before his grand plan succeeded.

    'They definitely said they'd appoint me as a priest if I handed over that Outsider.'

    Once he became a priest, there would be no worries for the rest of his life.

    As he visualized the glory that awaited him, he couldn't help but chuckle.

    However, his delight didn't last long.

    Remembering the root cause that drove him to such lengths soured his mood.

    'I won't let it end just because that bastard threw me out.'

    Vallego scowled and closed the box with a thud, tossing it to the attendant.

    Barely catching the box after some fumbling, the attendant managed to steady it as Vallego leaned back into the carriage seat, resting his hand on his full stomach again.

    Originally, Vallego was born as the eldest son of the Protoram family, known as the giants of the material market, and had grown up in unimaginable affluence.

    Even during the turbulent times when the whole continent was engulfed in chaos, his generous physique was evidence of his prosperous upbringing.

    He was the eldest son of a family that amassed an immense fortune, one of the largest within Ferrell.

    But early on, he realized that the family's business was not his calling.

    'Playing with numbers is boring and gives me a headache.'

    Knowing his impulsive nature, he found that sitting still and poring over numbers and texts didn't suit him.

    He had little attachment to the family's business from the start.

    He wasn't even particularly adept at calculating profits and losses anyway.

    His late father used to lament, calling Vallego impulsive with the emphasis on foolishness.

    It was probably his father's way of expressing disappointment and belittling a son who failed to meet expectations.

    While such words troubled him in his youth, they didn't bother him much anymore.

    However, when his brother took over the family business and cut off his funding, it was indeed problematic.

    Although he had a substantial amount of personal wealth, it wasn't enough to last his entire life.

    For someone accustomed to a life without want, he had suddenly become someone who needed to find a way to make a living.

    Thus, he turned his attention to the temple.

    'With divinity, I can easily grow my wealth.'

    He could receive support from influential figures and hold power that spanned the entire continent.

    Having money alone couldn't buy the social status and influence that came with priesthood.

    'With that, he won't be able to look down on me any longer.'

    Grinding his teeth at the thought of his brother, who took over the family and cut off his support, Vallego simmered with rage.

    He was enduring hardships he wouldn't have encountered otherwise because of him.

    The thought was so infuriating that it almost made him sick with anger.

    While he acknowledged his limitations in talent, he couldn't accept having his privileges stripped away.

    For that reason, this plan must succeed.

    If he handed over the Outsider to Agnotia, he would be ordained as a priest the following year.

    While fuming with hostility toward his brother but also with firm resolve, Vallego's carriage arrived at its destination.

    The location notified by the guild in advance was situated on the outskirts of Habon castle.

    Wearing a hood, Vallego entered the dilapidated building, accompanied by his attendant and knight.

    Once inside, he confirmed his identity with a prearranged phrase, and a staff member pulled at a spot on the floor.

    "This way down."

    "Tut."

    Momentarily wrinkling his nose at the musty air that wafted up, Vallego used a handkerchief to cover his mouth and nose and descended the steep stairs.

    The place where he needed to go was a location he could only reach by passing through a corridor that extended outside the fortress walls underground.

    After walking through the damp passageway for a while, a faint light appeared in the distance.

    Vallego stopped in front of a makeshift door constructed from wooden panels.

    At his signal, the attendant stepped forward to knock, and the door opened as if it had been waiting for them.

    "Ah, we've been expecting you. Please, come in."

    The person inside was a man with a broad grin on his face.

    As he smiled, his yellowed teeth came into full view, causing Vallego to frown.

    'Filthy.'

    He had never once felt pleased meeting those born into low status.

    Sharing the same space with them was, by itself, unpleasant.

    "Where's the item?"

    As Vallego stepped back half a step while covering his mouth and nose, the man's brows twitched slightly.

    However, Vallego didn't notice the change as the man swiftly regained his composure.

    "Right here, ready for you to take."

    The man, donning a salesman's practiced, artificial smile, stepped aside to reveal the scene.

    Unveiled was the sight of a person bound in ropes, slumping limply to the ground.

    Vallego's lips quivered with excitement.

    Unique attire, distinctly different skin tone, and even the bizarre images floating above his head.

    There weren't many Outsiders with two images hovering above them.

    And among that handful, the Outsider with the image of Palao was unmistakably one person.

    Pushing past the man, Vallego hurriedly approached the Outsider.

    "This is the Outsider I described, isn't it? If you've fetched the wrong one, you'd better be prepared."

    Wanting to confirm just in case, a confident voice resounded.

    "Of course. We've verified his comings and goings from the Bennett estate several times."

    Listening to the man's reply, Vallego lowered himself.

    Then, as he grasped the hair of the Outsider and lifted his head, his lips curled upward.

    This was indeed the face he had seen in the viewing stone.

    "Heh."

    With this one, he could truly become a priest.

    "Is this the item you're looking for?"

    "Yes, it is."

    Straightening up again, Vallego turned around with a dissatisfied expression.

    'If I knew it would be this easy, I would have quoted a lower price.'

    However, the reward for the request had already been agreed upon.

    If he didn't pay, he wouldn't be able to use the guild again.

    Vallego reluctantly started rummaging through his pocket.

    Observing Vallego's gesture, the man approached while rubbing his hands together.

    "Take it."

    Vallego eventually handed over a piece of paper from inside his hood.

    It was a cheque issued by Kerman Bank.

    Excluding the down payment, it was a cheque for the agreed reward amount of 10,000 Her.

    Even as he handed over the cheque, Vallego couldn't help but glance back at it enviously before clicking his tongue and turning away.

    In contrast, the man who received the cheque from Vallego was inwardly delighted.

    'Sending a few suitable men as a trial, I didn't expect it to succeed in one attempt.'

    Thanks to that, after paying the mercenaries just 1,000 Her, he would pocket the remaining 9,000 Her.

    The man couldn't hide his glee as he admired the cheque now in his possession.

    Meanwhile, Vallego's expression remained displeased.

    "Bring over the restraints!"

    Was his stomach churning due to the large expenditure? Vallego shouted harshly at the attendant standing by the door.

    Panting, the attendant fetched the restraints and opened the box lid.

    The process of engraving mana into the restraints was already complete.

    All that remained was to attach it to the Outsider.

    It was right when Vallego reached for the Outsider again, without the slightest hesitation, that it happened.

    "Huh?"

    The man, having just stored away the cheque, made a strange noise.

    Vallego turned his head at the sudden noise, noticing a bead fastened to the man's waist was glowing.

    'That's...'

    A portable telegraph, wasn't it?

    Unlike the large telegraph that could accurately convey written messages, the small portable telegraph the man had could only send and receive signals through light.

    A signal had engaged, indicating that someone had activated the other paired telegraph.

    Blink, blink, blink.

    As they watched the continuously blinking light, Vallego felt as though his heart was racing for no apparent reason.

    Unable to hold back his curiosity and anxiety, Vallego asked.

    "What on earth is going on?"

    "Ah."

    The man, who had been making his way toward the door with a frown, turned back to Vallego and spoke.

    "It's nothing. I'll step aside so you can continue."

    Still polite, but somehow more business-like compared to before receiving the cheque, the man left the room almost hastily.

    Afterward, as Vallego turned to gaze at the closed door momentarily, a distant thud resounded.

    The knight who had accompanied him to the underground grasped his sword's hilt and approached the door.

    "Sir, it would be best to leave as soon as possible."

    Sensing something unusual, the knight urged Vallego.

    Vallego had also sensed that something was amiss.

    "Tut, how poorly managed..."

    This is why one shouldn't engage with the uncouth.

    Muttering in a low voice, Vallego tried once more to put the restraints on the Outsider's neck when suddenly.

    Thunk, a reverberation echoed as the drowsy Outsider twitched, still bound and slumped over.

    It caused Vallego's hand to veer off course.

    With an irritated expression, Vallego glanced behind him.

    This time, he distinctly felt the vibration.

    Additionally, he began to faintly hear commotion coming from afar.

    Eventually, Vallego couldn't hold back and erupted.

    "Galon, go see what's happening!"

    "Yes, sir."

    Just as the knight named Galon sprang toward the door, Vallego grumbled in dissatisfaction.

    "Eing, what on earth..."

    "What do you mean what."

    A strange voice responded.

    "It's a surprise I prepared."

    The shadow sprang forward, reaching his neck.

    "Ah!"

    The Outsider, who had suddenly opened his eyes, wrapped his arms around Vallego's neck, squeezing with all his might.

    A clear shout rang out.

    "Apprehend them all!"

    "They've insulted the order!"

    "Kill those who surrender if necessary!"

    "Capture them!"

    Amidst the uproar, the unfamiliar voice continued to speak.

    "Because of the notable gift you sent, I made my own preparations, what do you think? Do you like it?"

    The Outsider, who had been unconscious until moments ago, continued.

    "Even if you don't like it, you'll have to enjoy it, because refusal is not an option. Understand, you criminal?"

    Vallego felt his blood run cold at the low voice resonating from above his head.
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    "Ouch, haah! It hurts, it hurts!"

    Thwack, thwack, came the somewhat comedic sound of someone hitting my arm, barely ticklish.

    However, I couldn't just let it happen silently.

    With every blow to my arm, I tightened my grip on him.

    Only then did the fool realize that the more he resisted, the more pain he was in, and he finally slackened his grip.

    Unfortunately for him, I didn't stop.

    "Why don't you try answering?"

    I squeezed his neck even harder, for emphasis.

    "Wahhhh!"

    He screamed, and as if in harmony, a familiar voice joined in.

    "K! Find K!"

    It was Rashar.

    'They've finally come.'

    I'd told them again and again that I was fine, not hurt, not even a single strand of hair out of place.

    Chuckling, I twisted the chubby arm of the struggling criminal in the air and adjusted my stance.

    "You, young master!"

    A man who had followed the criminal turned pale and stamped his feet in panic.

    The man, Galon, who had previously left after twisting the guy's arm, returned.

    "You scoundrel!"

    He immediately drew his sword as if he was ready to attack as soon as he assessed the situation.

    Thus, I swiftly pointed a dagger at the neck of the criminal.

    "Want to try me?"

    My provocation made Galon's sword tip tremble.

    "Take one step closer, and I'll kill him."

    To prove it wasn't just words, I planted the dagger into the criminal's shoulder.

    "Aaaah!"

    With a knight close by, you could never predict the variables that might arise.

    It was crucial to make a clear statement of intent from the outset.

    What I was saying was that I could very well kill him.

    "Don't think I'm bluffing. We can investigate the scene with just a corpse, you know."

    I twisted the corner of my mouth upwards and added, causing Galon to grind his teeth and retreat.

    Meanwhile, I spoke to the criminal who was screaming in pain while applying a proper ground technique.

    "It's interrogation time. Tell me your name, age, affiliation, profession, and the reason you tried to kidnap me, all of it."

    "Aaargh, aaaaaargh!"

    While waiting for the criminal to open his mouth, I shifted my gaze aside.

    I intended to check the usually quiet order homepage, which was now in turmoil.

    Thinking something new might pop up, I refreshed the page, causing the screen to briefly flicker.

    Soon enough, a new screen came up, and the first thing that caught my eye was the title of a post.

    「Title: I'm Currently Being Kidnapped - Author: K」

    It was a post I'd put up while being tied up by the person who called himself Ladriol.

    Initially, the posts were flooded with comments from Palao's priests in a chaotic state.

    'Is it because I'm the only player within the order still?'

    Everyone seemed overly focused on me.

    If I was to visit the Palao temple with Rashar, literally everyone would gather around just to take a peek.

    'There were times when they'd smile shyly if our eyes met.'

    If it were female priests, I might not mind, but since even the male priests did it...

    Recollecting a few awkward situations I'd experienced in the temple made goosebumps rise on my arms.

    Trying to shake off those memories, I turned to the comments section again.

    Skipping past a couple of hundred comments from other priests, I noticed at one point there were suddenly no more comments.

    It was because Jordan had efficiently put everything in order.

    He was a priest I'd gotten acquainted with while following Rashar to the temple a couple of times.

    - Thanks to K, I nearly had to manage the order while struggling with points, but I am grateful for convincing Rashar.

    Apparently, he'd had a hard time since the order's dues had been lowered to the minimum due to Rashar's insistence.

    Because of this, he had a favorable disposition towards me and often initiated conversations.

    The discussions I had with Jordan mostly revolved around the management of future players entering the order.

    Rational, plans-oriented, devoid of any unnecessary formalities while delivering the necessary points only.

    Jordan and I shared many similarities, allowing us to forge a bond quite swiftly.

    The fact that the comment section of the current post was being used like a chat room was totally thanks to him.

    - Jordan Rodiel: K, your safety is more important than anything else. Please follow their instructions first. Rashar will depart with rescue forces.

    - Jordan Rodiel: If you happen to gather any information on those who ordered the kidnapping, please let us know immediately. That would allow us to act quickly too.

    - Jordan Rodiel: However, if conveying the situation proves difficult, don't push yourself. Always keep in mind that your safety is of utmost importance.

    Beneath his calm comments was...

    - Rashar Bennett: Those bastards are absolutely unforgivable!

    I almost let out a snicker when I saw Rashar's comment.

    'Looking at it now, she's quite different from Jordan.'

    She tried to remain composed when we first met, making an effort to be calm.

    But having observed her for nearly a month, it became apparent that Rashar often made decisions based on her emotions.

    Wasn't her bringing me to Habon in the first place due to her hope of wanting to believe in something?

    Of course, I didn't mean to say that Rashar was impulsively swayed by her emotions.

    It's just that when making decisions, she's more influenced by emotions than I am.

    When I make decisions, I judge if they are logically correct or incorrect first, but for Rashar, emotional agreement or disagreement is crucial.

    To reassure her and inform Jordan of the plan, I explained why I was being kidnapped.

    Thanks to that, there was no unnecessary rush from the order side.

    Instead, they made sure to move quietly, receiving real-time location updates from me.

    The aim was to catch every person involved without missing anyone.

    'If another order is behind this, then I'll hit the jackpot.'

    Unlike Palao, if a decent order is behind this, it would be intriguing to see how they negotiate over this incident.

    Of course, even if this had no connection with other orders, it wouldn't be a problem.

    Based on the conversations I overheard while pretending to be unconscious, the reward for turning me in was not 1 thousand Herr, but 10 thousand Herr.

    'It seems like the middleman embezzled quite a sum.'

    The swindled amount is a whopping 9 thousand Herr, which is approximately 9 billion won.

    The mercenaries who handed me over to the guild after receiving their pay have already been caught by Palao's holy knights.

    The 1 thousand Herr that they had already made its way back to me.

    Thus, if I could catch the guy who just collected my bounty and retrieve that 9 thousand Herr, then?

    I could pocket a sum totaling 10 billion won.

    To gain a reward like that from my mission to uncover the mastermind behind this, now that's quite a bonus.

    'That is more than enough.'

    Yeah, sufficient. My purpose in conducting this hostage scenario wasn't to eradicate the crimes of the mercenary guild.

    I have no plan to resolve a problem that even the powerful in this world cannot solve.

    There's no reason for me to take such responsibility.

    'I'm not a superhero or anything.'

    One cannot weed out every crime in the world with just an individual's power.

    But if that crime is directed at me?

    'Though I cannot uproot it, I can definitely break a few significant branches.'

    I reckoned that through this guy screaming and writhing here, I could snap off a significant branch.

    However, contrary to my expectations, this guy was tight-lipped.

    'I didn't expect him to speak immediately.'

    Despite his loud screams, he held out quite well.

    'Might he be feeling less pain because of his fat?'

    His whole body was pretty plump, which might have cushioned his joints from bending too much.

    To verify this hypothesis, the method was simple.

    I'd just need to twist his arm a little harder.

    "Let's see if you can still keep your mouth shut after it breaks."

    The effect was immediate.

    "Aaaargh! Ack! I will talk!"

    Indeed, it was painful to the extent that assured a scream, but not unbearable.

    When I applied more force, his response was almost instantaneous.

    The pressure I exerted on him was effective in having the criminal finally open his mouth.

    "— did it! Promised a priest's position!"

    But then, a strange issue arose.

    "What?"

    "—! —- made an offer!"

    Even though the criminal moved his mouth and voiced words, I couldn't hear it.

    This was entirely beyond the normal cause-effect spectrum, making me frown unconsciously.

    I cast a sideways glance at Galon who was observing us from a not-so-far distance before releasing my hold.

    This relieved the arm lock.

    However, that did not mean I released the criminal.

    My dagger was back at his throat.

    Consequently, the criminal clutched his previously twisted arm close and swallowed hard.

    "Say it again."

    Upon my prompt, the criminal, despite looking terrified, pulled a sly half-smile and spoke again.

    "—— made an offer."

    Again, I could not hear it. He was clearly speaking, yet there was no sound.

    I scowled at the peculiar circumstance.

    At that moment, familiar people rushed in.

    They were the holy knights from Palao's temple, detaining the associates while advancing.

    "K."

    As of now, the holy knights deployed at the Habon temple numbered 11.

    Objectively, it was a very small number.

    At that moment, more than 50 knights from the Bennett family resided in Rashar's mansion alone.

    However, within Palao's order, it was not something to scoff at.

    From what I heard, a significant weakening of their forces occurred years ago during a war, coupled with many knights deserting when Palao vanished.

    'Thus, the official knights under the order numbered around 200.'

    The main fortress where the high priest resided had the highest security, with the remainder scattered among needful temples.

    Most were near corrupted areas where battles frequently erupted.

    This was to protect the mutual charity believers residing there.

    For this reason, it took time to select and actually relocate the individuals dispatched to Habon.

    It was still an ongoing process.

    "Are you alright?"

    "Yes, I am perfectly fine."

    Being one of the first faces I encountered upon arriving in Habon, I accepted my known holy knight, alio's helping hand to stand up.

    Meanwhile, other holy knights had apprehended not only the criminal but Galon and the man suspected to be a servant as well.

    By the time things wrapped up here...

    "K!"

    Rashar arrived.

    "Are you alright? Are you hurt anywhere?"

    She flitted around me in circles, making a fuss that nearly left me dizzy.

    Hence, I tried to act in my usual manner to reassure her.

    "As you can see, I'm unharmed."

    "Thank goodness, truly."

    She sighed deeply in relief, taking only a moment to collect herself.

    Soon after, she pressed her temples in frustration as if she had a headache, speaking further.

    "Really... I cannot fathom your way of thinking. What on earth goes on in your mind that makes you decide to get kidnapped voluntarily?"

    What goes on in my mind, indeed.

    "I thought there was no risk to me, which made it possible."

    The moment they mentioned a ransom, my life was almost guaranteed.

    I had volunteered to be the bait to catch the mastermind.

    "Don't be too harsh, thanks to it, we've really caught them right?"

    I smugly gestured with my chin.

    Only then did Rashar direct her gaze towards where I pointed.

    Her reaction was quite interesting.

    Her shoulders shivered slightly as she mumbled with a confused expression.

    "...... Vallego Protoram?"

    The meaning of her reaction was obvious.

    'They know each other.'

    Although he wouldn't make direct eye contact with Rashar, the name of the criminal appeared to be Vallego Something-Or-The-Other.

    "Is he someone you know?"

    When questioned for confirmation, Rashar responded in a low voice.

    "He is the eldest son of the late Count Protoram."

    Her voice grew colder, and even her expression showed a winterly chill.

    'A noble, and not just any noble - someone from a Count's family...'

    As I showed interest in Vallego, Rashar explained about the Protoram family.

    A family that amassed unimaginable wealth during the war.

    Claiming that comparison with other nobles would be virtually impossible?

    If I had to name a comparison, perhaps it would be similar to a chaebol in Korea, an untouchable giant?

    "Interesting."

    With her explanation in mind, I approached Vallego, who was being held by the holy knights after a brief moment of contemplation.

    When I came near, Vallego flinched.

    Clearly, he wasn't looking directly at me, but every nerve in his body seemed focused on my direction.

    He seemed to understand that his current situation wasn't favorable.

    If that was the case, he shouldn't find what I'm about to say too difficult to comprehend.

    I slung an arm around his shoulders and grinned.

    "My dear young master."

    Vallego's pupils began to tremble.

    Ignoring that, I asked in a very gracious tone.

    "Is there something you're particularly attached to in life?"

    I truly hoped so because the additional gains from this affair would grow if that were the case.
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    After the situation was settled, I listened to an explanation and was told that a restriction had been placed on Vellego.

    It was a limitation that prevented specific words from being uttered.

    To be precise, even if specific words were mentioned, they would not be conveyed.

    Words caught in the restriction were trapped in another space and could not be spoken.

    "A magic of a higher level than a barrier..."

    Because of this, finding out who was ultimately behind this affair had become intricate.

    "I suppose I could resort to trickery if needed..."

    One could narrow down the main suspects and have Vellego read their names, hoping to identify the one name that wouldn't be heard.

    But there wasn't a clear method to narrow down the suspects.

    "The best I can deduce is that it's related to the Order."

    Since Vellego was promised a position as a priest, the possibility was high.

    However, it couldn't be confidently said that the person who approached Vellego with the proposal was a priest.

    "They could have sent a proxy."

    With no minimal conditions to filter suspects, my little trick was about as useful as doing nothing at all.

    Unless I planned to have Vellego read out the names of everyone from Bihar, it would be an enormous waste of time.

    Thus, I concluded that it was impossible to find out the mastermind through Vellego for the time being.

    Instead, I decided to actively leverage Vellego's background.

    I decided to take advantage of his somewhat unique origins to ensure ample compensation.

    "Wow, it really shines."

    The result was that I could witness a sight with gold and silver treasures piled like a small hill before my eyes.

    I toured the interior of the vault I took from Vellego with great satisfaction.

    From a brief explanation before entering, I was told it contained assets worth nearly several billion.

    Furthermore, income from a small textile business under Vellego's name flowed into this vault.

    No need to worry about Vellego embezzling that money.

    "This key guarantees that no contracts can be altered here, correct?"

    I tossed the golden key I held into the air, caught it, and asked. Jordan, who followed me into the vault, responded.

    "Yes, that's correct. It's not only impossible to terminate the contract, but entry is also restricted without a permit."

    "And the earnings currently coming into this vault are maintained as is?"

    "If that's how the contract is initially set up."

    While Vellego was the owner on paper, I was the one who could actually access and utilize it.

    This golden key I held allowed for such an unconventional arrangement to be possible.

    The key was not merely a simple key but was akin to a membership card granting access to Kerak Bank's vault.

    A reissue was possible if the original owner lost it, but...

    "When a key transfer is officially documented, things change."

    When there's an official document proving the transfer of the key to another person, it could be blocked.

    The paper Jordan was holding was precisely that official document.

    Thinking of Vellego handing over the golden key and the transfer document made me smile.

    "It was a sight too good to see alone."

    Initially, it was bothersome to see him confidently laughing, trusting in the restriction's effect on him.

    In the end, I was satisfied to see his hand trembling in fear, as he was compelled to sign the transfer document.

    "If he's handing it over so easily, there might be one or two more vaults."

    That's something to worry about as I gradually acquire them.

    "I must get a memory-altering magic tool to record it next time."

    If I want to keep teasing him for trembling in fear, I need to record it.

    For now, this was sufficient.

    "It's more than enough for activity funds, after all."

    I didn't even need to convert valuable mana into cash, so that alone was a valuable gain.

    Of course, not everyone shared this view.

    "This affair shouldn't be just brushed aside."

    As I was about to thoroughly explore the treasure within the vault, a low mutter caught my attention, and I looked around to see Rashar, who had entered after Jordan.

    "Still wearing that serious face."

    Her demeanor hadn't changed spontaneously. It had started when I decided to cover up Vellego's crimes.

    The vault we stood in now was obtained in exchange for our silence.

    Rashar was of the opinion that Vellego's heinous deeds should be exposed to the whole world and that he should pay for his crimes.

    Harming the Outsiders who came to this world in the name of the 7 gods could be interpreted as a challenge against the 7 Orders.

    "When you look closely, it's like they attacked the allied forces."

    Thus, she believed a doctrinal trial to discern right and wrong was necessary.

    "I mean punishing everyone involved in this matter severely..."

    I recalled the conversation I'd had before extracting the vault from Vellego and let out a soft sigh to myself.

    It wasn't because I was unaware of the principles of justice and retribution.

    'Dreams always seem sweet, after all.'

    It was just that I sought an alternative because I knew that what Rashar advocated wasn't feasible in reality.

    "It's impossible to hold the guild accountable for the ones caught today."

    They would cut their losses, and vested interests wanting to maintain the current state would intervene.

    Even if I managed to uncover the truth and overturn the situation, those trying to cover it up and bury it would be even more active.

    It was an unwinnable game against even Palao's waning power.

    Making a wrong move might result in the mercenaries as well as Vellego getting eliminated during the cover-up process.

    'That's a blunder.'

    This indicated it wasn't the time yet to stand up.

    In these circumstances, it was better to bide my time and keep a low profile rather than react emotionally.

    With the guild controlling the military power of a specific group like mercenaries, it was inevitable.

    In wartime situations, the military also signified power.

    Hence, instead of playing a losing game, I switched to focusing on scraping up any tangible benefits I could immediately grab.

    In my view, this was the most rational, efficient, and best approach.

    So, no matter what Rashar said, I had no intention of changing my mind.

    Since I had explained my position thoroughly already, I simply looked at Rashar without adding further explanations.

    Eventually, Rashar clenched her teeth and bowed her head.

    "... I'm sorry for bringing up a finished matter."

    She seemed to have a lot to say but didn't want to criticize what I had decided.

    "It looks like her feelings are complicated in various ways."

    After a brief pause, I approached Rashar.

    Bending down to match her eye level, I spoke.

    "Does it seem like I'm letting this pass too easily?"

    While she didn't actually express an answer, guessing her potential response wasn't difficult.

    I couldn't help but chuckle upon seeing Rashar's frustrated silence.

    'Considering how many times we've seen each other.'

    We were neither family nor friends; merely people embarking on the same ship toward a similar destination.

    Yet, here she was, getting angrier about what I had faced than myself.

    'It doesn't feel bad, though.'

    Normally, I might find continuous opposing views regarding my decisions unpleasant.

    But I was more amused than displeased at this moment.

    Rashar's outrage was genuinely due to how wronged I had been.

    Knowing this made me think I should soothe her at least once.

    With a flick, I tossed the key and caught it again, straightening my back as I spoke.

    "Don't worry too much."

    "Hmm...?"

    "This is just, like a trailer."

    "A trailer?"

    "Yeah, I'm the type to hold grudges."

    "A grudge?"

    "I always make sure to pay back what I've suffered."

    Finding the mastermind through Vellego right away was difficult.

    Even if I found it, there wasn't a definite way to repay the suffering.

    However, that didn't mean it would be impossible in the future.

    It's also why I decided to bury Vellego's involvements.

    "Keeping him alive is better than having him dead."

    I believed that keeping an eye on the connection Vellego had with the mastermind would eventually reveal clues.

    Yes, I hadn't given up on the investigation.

    "I've decided to bide my time until I figure things out."

    And I intended to repay everything.

    Even if I was to be criticized as petty, what could I do?

    I wouldn't feel at ease without settling things myself.

    "Might as well just bring some patience into play."

    Delaying gratification with Vellego as a minor outlet for my frustration wouldn't be boring.

    "So, don't worry unnecessarily."

    "........."

    "When you see what I get up to later, you might find Vellego pitiful? I mean, you might end up disappointed in me."

    I intentionally lightened the mood and joked because Rashar's serious expression was still noticeable.

    "I'll never feel that way!"

    However, Rashar responded more seriously and intensely than I had anticipated.

    It wasn't meant to be taken this seriously.

    Feeling a bit embarrassed, I scratched my neck and shrugged.

    "Well, in that case, I guess I can freely torment him."

    "Promise you'll show him what real retribution looks like. He really deserves to be taught a lesson!"

    "Yes, yes, I assure you I will live up to those expectations."

    Laughing as I replied, I handed the golden key to Rashar.

    This was my first effort to meet her expectations and also one of the reasons I intended to collect compensation from Vellego.

    "Hmm?"

    Rashar, looking back and forth between me and the key, tilted her head.

    I kindly explained my actions to her.

    "Take it."

    With a consistent smile, I spoke, causing Rashar's eyes to widen like full moons.

    She seemed extremely surprised, but this was something I had considered since realizing Vellego had significant income.

    I decided to support Palao's temple's funds.

    It was also repaying a debt I owed Rashar.

    "Though it won't directly benefit a lady of the Bennet family, it should aid an apostle of the Palao family."

    The debt I owed was to the Bennet family.

    However, it was also true that I could owe it thanks to Rashar.

    Placing my bet on Rashar meant returning it to her was appropriate.

    "If the Order needs funds, feel free to withdraw from here. You can't use your personal funds anyway."

    I recall hearing that her father, the Bennet Marquis, blocked it.

    Preventing even a penny of the Bennet family's wealth from flowing into the Order of Palao.

    "A grudge against the irresponsible goddess who appointed his daughter as an apostle and then vanished."

    The impression I gathered through Chandler was straightforward.

    Rashar, exhibiting genius-level talent from a young age, had her father's high expectations.

    She was supposed to join the holy knights' division of the Senoa Order, serving the Bennet family.

    Then, out of nowhere, Palao chose Rashar as an apostle.

    That in itself could have been seen as an unexpected variable.

    Being chosen as an apostle of one of the 7 gods was an enormous honor.

    Yet, soon after choosing Rashar as an apostle, Palao disappeared, and rumors of her being extinguished surfaced.

    An apostle of a godless Order.

    'Honestly, her father would be devastated.'

    In his eyes, Palao was the entity that had ruined his daughter's future.

    Resentment against a goddess who irresponsibly bestowed a duty on his daughter and then vanished wasn't unexpected.

    Blocking funds to the Order of Palao likely stemmed from that resentment.

    Indeed, I had witnessed Rashar struggling with financial issues related to the Order on several occasions.

    With nearly no regular income flowing into the temple, it was an unsurprising struggle.

    "Being a rich lady might mean she lived comfortably physically."

    However, I doubted her mind was at peace.

    Therefore, upon realizing Vellego had considerable funds, I thought of it.

    Securing operating funds for the Order would be beneficial.

    Having thought it through from the beginning, there was no reason to hesitate.

    I handed the key over to her, given she wasn't moving at all.

    But Rashar started, wanting to return the key.

    Damned System

    TL's Corner:

    I like that although Rashar has that sense of righteousness on her, she doesn't have that my way or the highway mentality. She's willing to concede to the MC and doesn't screw things up so far. She also has that mother goose mentality of being protective of the MC but not to the point that it's suffocating.
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    Chapter 100. Gift (3)

    "I, I can't accept this!"

    "How much money could I possibly need? I eat and sleep at your house after all."

    I didn't really need the money in this safe right away.

    'I can take what I need to Earth later.'

    If I required funds for activities in Bihar, I could just ask Rashar for help. She was eager to help with anything, so she wouldn't refuse such a request.

    'Moreover, there's a limit to how much I can spend myself.'

    To make the original owner of this safe gasp in surprise, it would not be enough for just individual expenses.

    'After all, he's quite a tycoon in Bihar.'

    It would be better to have an organization operating across the entire continent to fully empty the safe.

    By the way, I owed Rashar quite a bit, so repaying some of those debts could benefit everyone.

    That was why I handed over the key, thinking it was the more rational choice.

    However, Rashar was persistently refusing.

    Unwilling for this standoff to drag on, I subtly shifted my gaze sideways.

    'I wish they would step in soon...'

    As if not to disappoint my hopes, a hand naturally inserted itself between me and Rashar.

    "Thank you, K."

    It was Jordan who smoothly snatched the key from between me and Rashar.

    "Priest Jordan!"

    Rashar jumped in alarm and tried to stop him, but it was futile.

    Jordan and I had already exchanged everything through a mere glance.

    'You know how to use it, right?'

    'I'll surely meet your expectations.'

    The rumor that Jordan really cleaned out the safe to the point where the belching Vellego foamed at the mouth and fell over backward emerged only much later.

    * * *

    It took considerable time to stop by the Kerman Bank in Habon Castle to notify them about the transfer of the key's ownership.

    Though, there was hardly any trouble that I personally had to deal with during the process.

    'Jordan handled all the necessary paperwork.'

    I couldn't possibly handle those tasks, not knowing the legal system of this world.

    So, I asked Jordan, and while he took care of the paperwork, I took a look inside the safe.

    As a result, I discovered something rather satisfactory.

    「Solpenito's 87th Work, Shadow's Face」

    • Category: Accessory

    • Acquisition Difficulty: Special

    • Rank: ★★★★

    • Description: This is the 87th magic tool crafted by Solpenito, a renowned craftsman and mage across the continent. Shadows are everywhere, but there are none who recall their faces. When worn, a facial recognition failure magic is activated.

    • Effect: Facial Recognition Failure Magic (Inactive)

    It was an earring designed to be worn on the ear, enchanted with a facial recognition failure magic.

    'I don't know whether it was a collection or actually used, but...'

    The acquisition difficulty was special, and the effect was the kind I desperately needed.

    Since it was something found in a safe that had become my possession, there was no reason not to take it.

    After this unexpected gain, when I returned to the Bennett mansion, the sky was dark.

    Although the outing had been longer than expected and left me somewhat tired, unfortunately, my day's tasks weren't over yet.

    Instead of heading back to my room, I descended to the mansion's basement.

    Since arrangements with Rashar's side were already concluded, no one stopped me.

    Rather, the knight guarding the place led the way and guided me.

    Following the knight deeper down led us to a place where cold air rose from around.

    The first thing visible was the lighting magic tool used to fend off the darkness.

    What next caught my eyes were the long shadows of the iron bars stretched out along the path.

    'A basement prison.'

    Initially, I found it truly fascinating that such a facility existed in the mansion.

    It meant that an individual could capture and imprison someone, not a government or police force with public authority.

    Of course, now I found it convenient rather than amusing.

    Having lightly observed the interior, I followed the knight again as we set forth.

    Eventually, when we reached our destination, gazes from huddling individuals wearing chains rushed towards us.

    I leisurely glanced at the scene through the iron bars and curled one corner of my mouth.

    "I'm glad to see you all again."

    They were the mercenaries who had fled after handing me over to the guild staff, only to be captured by Rashar's side.

    Of course, not all of them were present.

    There were only six in the cage, while the rest had escaped before surrendering me to the guild.

    But they would soon be caught, as those caught earlier blew the whistle on the identities of the escaped ones.

    'I don't really have to worry about that.'

    The process of apprehension would be handled by Palao's holy knights.

    Originally, controlling their fate should be handled by Palao's order.

    After all, the attempted kidnapping of an outsider this time was related to the order, not the Bennett family.

    However, Rashar had brought and imprisoned them here at my request.

    I had matters to settle with them before they could be processed into the legal system.

    After briefly scanning the six individuals again, I took something out from my inventory and spoke.

    "I won't speak much."

    The mercenaries' eyes focused on my hands.

    "Just one person, first come first served."

    In front of the iron bars, items were carefully laid one by one, making a regular sound.

    'Around the neck and both wrists.'

    They were magic tools shaped identically to the shackles Ahel wore.

    Judging by their appearance, it wasn't hard to guess their function.

    'Restraints that control behavior by inflicting pain on the wearer.'

    Wearing it meant you couldn't defy the person to whom it was imprinted as the owner.

    Though I didn't ask directly, the shackles Ahel wore were probably imprinted on Rashar.

    I've seen her inflict pain on Ahel, for certain.

    'Putting on the shackles means I secure pieces that follow my word well.'

    I've already completed the process of imprinting my attribute mana on the shackles.

    It's certainly better to make an obedient pawn out of them than to have them serve as an example.

    Not everyone should be spared.

    'Otherwise, they won't truly realize how significant their experience was.'

    A sense of relief from being the sole survivor while others perished.

    Wariness that they could be abandoned at any time if considered useless.

    It's best to instill those two feelings simultaneously.

    Then, the chances of them brazenly sticking their heads up or concocting schemes would be reduced.

    The reason for such aggressive initial control was due to their past.

    While processing tasks at the bank, Jordan completed the investigation of the mercenaries caught earlier and shared the information with me.

    Thanks to that, I could grasp what they had been up to.

    Most of it was unpleasant enough to make me frown.

    In my eyes, it was like a signpost showing how vile humans can be.

    'I see no need to treat such scoundrels like humans.'

    There's no beautifying crime for my taste.

    "The extenuating circumstances or forced inevitability," something uttered to rationalize one's profit.

    'It's better to have openly shameless crooks who acknowledge their sins rather than those hypocritically justifying their self interest.'

    Such characters don't bother with disgusting pretense, as they are honest with their desires.

    Ultimately, I would not treat them with humanity.

    These were individuals who traded others as goods; what humane treatment?

    After laying down the restraints, I straightened my posture and added a word.

    "If you're counting on the guild to rescue you, don't."

    The guild had already abandoned all mercenaries caught red-handed.

    They claimed never to have received kidnapping commissions concerning outsiders.

    Those involved weren't even actual guild members but criminals disguising as such.

    They cut ties far faster and more drastically than I anticipated.

    'Perhaps they acted quicker because I haven't cleaned out Vellego.'

    Whatever the reason, the guild's stance was clear.

    - The recent attempted kidnapping of outsiders is unrelated to the guild, perpetrated by a few criminals.

    They denied any connection with both the guild-affiliated executives who issued the commission and the mercenaries who received it.

    'In other words, the ones here are destined to die via doctrinal trial.'

    I am a volunteer force summoned to this world through a transaction with the 7 Guardian Gods. Attacking such a person would undermine the face of all seven orders.

    The order wouldn't resolve this incident lightly or carelessly, especially in maintaining amicable relations with players.

    With news relayed by Palao's side, other order leaders had already started to act swiftly.

    The error was first made on Bihar's part, not Earth, so their dignity was at stake.

    Thus, the mercenaries here are very likely to have their lives used as an example.

    I intend to save just one of them from this process.

    'I must choose that one wisely.'

    Currently, the ones in Bennett Estate's underground prison fall into two categories.

    First are those who quickly gave up, thinking they'd be caught anyway.

    'These are the somewhat wiser ones.'

    The second type consists of those who stubbornly stayed, unable to abandon the commission fee even in this situation.

    This class isn't worth filtering out; they're downright dim-witted.

    'What I need is the former.'

    There's no point tasking someone who lacks basic situational judgment to do a job right.

    'If I was to take anyone, it's best to take someone quick-witted and capable of sound judgment.'

    That's why I only used the term 'first come, first served' without explaining further.

    If they understood their current situation, there's no way they'd miss this chance.

    Will they become sniveling servants escaping from there, following my orders, or decline the offer and face doctrinal trial?

    "So, what will you do?"

    No sooner had I finished my question than two individuals started moving.

    Clattering!

    With quite an urgent movement, they crawled to the iron bars and reached out their hands, each vying for the opportunity.

    Only one restraint was prepared, meaning that among those seizing the chance, one would inevitably fail.

    The winner, the man with three long scars across his face, picked up the constraint magic tool without hesitation and mounted it on his neck.

    I couldn't help but sneer.

    According to the documents Jordan passed on, he was the supposed leader of this team.

    'Ladriol Van.'

    The so-called leader opting to survive solo, abandoning his followers.

    'I did offer the choice though.'

    What a pitiful leader.

    'Well, that's none of my concern.'

    Whether or not Ladriol's leadership is pathetic matters little to me.

    After scanning Ladriol with an indifferent gaze, I asked the knight to extract him and confine him separately.

    The rest would soon be transported to a prison within the temple.

    That concluded my affairs.

    Finishing up in the underground storage and emerging, I was met with an unexpected individual waiting for me.

    "Rashar?"

    She was supposed to head to the temple after finishing the bank procedures.

    With her preoccupied with troop restructuring at the heart of the order, I had returned to the mansion alone.

    "You're back earlier than I expected?"

    While it would've been nice to also mention Ladriol's situation, unfortunately, she wasn't alone.

    "Someone I wanted to introduce to you has just arrived."

    "Introduce?"

    As I shifted my gaze and approached closer, Rashar calmly continued her words.

    "Count Shamel Perlota, who once served as the head of the Royal Knights of the Ferrell Kingdom."

    Standing beside her was an elderly lady at eye-level with me, possessing notably sharp features that carried an icy feel and striking white hair.

    As I swiftly took note of Shamel's appearance, Rashar added,

    "She's also the mentor you requested."

    With Rashar smiling in between us, urging us to greet, an exchange of probing glances transpired between Shamel and me.

    On that initial day meeting with Shamel, a connection which could either be a bad or good tie.

    「A new member is accessing the website.」

    「2/5,000」

    A newcomer has arrived.
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    Chapter 101. Tomb Raider (1)

    Rashar had expelled Allens as soon as the New Year dawned. Fortunately, his squires, Walter and Jeremy, were knighted. However, the two did not remain in the Bennett family's knightly order.

    "I shall knight you for your past efforts, but I do not wish to take you under my wing while offering a stipend."

    This was what Rashar had said when she summoned them. At her suggestion, both men willingly left the order. They became free knights, knighted but unaffiliated.

    Even after they left, time continued to pass swiftly.

    "Three months have already passed since the server connected."

    During that time, bihar experienced slow but certain changes. One of the most significant was that 99% of players had chosen their factions.

    The Resistance had disbanded, and the forces reorganized around the order were completed.

    Both the Resistance defending the corrupted areas and some rear imperial forces had been rebranded under the order's name and adjusted accordingly.

    Forces were forged under the emblem of the World Tree, symbolizing unity.

    Beyond that, there were changes such as territorial recovery following the purification of corrupted areas.

    "Habon isn't slow, but if you look at purification speed alone, Loborre is the fastest."

    The central region would likely soon need to work on relocating the frontline bases.

    As territory was reclaimed, the reaction of Bihar residents also changed. At least those at the forefront became accustomed to the presence of players.

    "And the establishment of the Player Association was a notable achievement."

    The leading players I interacted with joined various factions according to their positions.

    Given the large numbers, they spread themselves across the seven factions.

    An association was formed to provide and manage information for players, spearheaded by them.

    Although it didn't appear on the system's affiliation tab, it was officially announced on the community boards.

    "For now, there's no special move."

    But at least there was a group representing the players, and the players were aware of their existence.

    "That alone holds significance."

    While changes took place in Bihar, I wasn't idly waiting around. I diligently gathered mana, achieving Silver Rank and received additional boosts from the Order of Palao.

    "Now attribute mana amplification is at 20%."

    It didn't end there. With Ahel's help, I learned to divide and handle mana into the four major elements and managed to create a core after much hard work.

    I had surpassed the condensation stage where mana gathered indistinctly like mist, reaching the concentration stage where mana could be shaped as clearly as glass.

    "Though the proficiency barely improves."

    Still, in just a few months, I had qualified on par with the high-ranking knights of this world.

    Considering that the people of Bihar took several years to reach this level, it was a remarkable achievement.

    To accomplish all this, I had been incredibly busy.

    Of course, being busy wouldn't change going forward. Even today, I had to head out for an external event.

    Once I finished preparing and went down to the lobby on the first floor, Chandler was waiting for me.

    He said he came to see me off because we had things to discuss before my departure and it would be a while before we could see each other's faces again.

    'He mentioned a visit to the territory of the marquis, right?'

    Facing Chandler, I took the opportunity to ask the question that had been on my mind.

    "Do you know when Rashar will be back?"

    Chandler responded with an awkward smile.

    "She returned early this morning."

    I glanced upstairs.

    "Would it be difficult to meet her even if I go up now?"

    There wasn't a verbal response, but it was obvious. For a whole week, Rashar had been completely avoiding me.

    To be precise, she was avoiding the words that would come from my mouth. Today, she still wouldn't likely be available.

    After some thought, I decided to step back for now.

    "What about the external schedule?"

    "As far as I know, there are none for the time being."

    Good, that was a relief.

    "Not now, but I'll look for an opportunity when I return."

    Receiving Chandler's send-off, I headed out of the manor. However, I hadn't gone far when I had to stop short.

    The moment I stepped out through the manor's entrance, I felt a thud on the back of my head, leaving it buzzing. I gritted my teeth and turned around.

    "Let's exchange greetings in an ordinary manner, shall we?"

    As I glared with a sharp look and said those words, I heard a 'tsk' sound and some nagging.

    "Fail to notice this level of presence and it's really pathetic."

    Suddenly appearing and striking the back of my head was Shamel.

    This old hag, again. Reflecting on the past two months I spent arduously training under her made me grind my teeth with resentment every time I saw her.

    However, she taught exceptionally well. After training with Shamel, the frequency of spear use in combat increased significantly.

    By now, I never switched weapons, always relying on the spear.

    Seeing such visible changes and achievements, what choice did I have?

    I had to endure this so-called education with its unfair violence. Only then could I latch onto her and wring every last knowledge out.

    "Are you leaving already?"

    Looking as if she found me pathetic, shamel clicked her tongue again and spoke irritably.

    "Yes, I want to move quickly because the location is awkward."

    "With that skill level and you're roaming around... lucky if you don't die an untimely death."

    It seemed she would nag for at least another hour if left unchecked. I acted as if I hadn't heard Shamel's words and started walking again.

    Having Chandler prepare a carriage, I intended to leave immediately. Sure enough, shamel wasn't easy to give up, following behind me, talking persistently.

    I let those words go in one ear and out the other, as I opened my inventory.

    I took out the magic tool, Shadow's Face, enchanted with facial recognition disruption magic.

    'It can be a bit uncomfortable to wear, though.'

    It had become an essential item for outings.

    Upon wearing the magic tool, the disruption magic manifested. In the carriage window, I saw my reflection with ordinary brown hair and deep brown eyes, looking like a Caucasian.

    As I stared at this increasingly familiar face, even if briefly, I addressed Shamel, who cleared her throat.

    "I'll be leaving now."

    "With those skills, I doubt you'll survive, but make the effort."

    Having experienced it several times, I learned that this was Shamel's way of expressing her care and concern.

    Despite the nagging, criticism, admonishments, and disdain she repeatedly showed daily, she did not dislike me.

    The fact that she followed me out this far for a send-off was proof enough.

    Shamel didn't dislike me; she simply had a cantankerous personality.

    'Acting like she doesn't care yet again showing concern, it becomes impossible to completely hate her.'

    If choosing between like and dislike, she leaned closer to dislike, but it was difficult to definitively say I disliked her.

    With a shallow sigh, shaking my head, I said, "Yes, yes, I'll come back alive and push my annoying face in, so look forward to it."

    Shamel grumbled again, but I ignored it and got on the carriage.

    The carriage swiftly left the manor and merged into the bustling main street filled with people. More than half of those people were players.

    Closing my eyes, I focused my hearing, and the conversations outside the carriage sharpened.

    "Katra gear set? Isn't that expensive?"

    "But it's Black Iron. It'll keep you intact even if the evolved species hits you."

    "Are you seriously buying it?"

    "Hey, looks like they're buying equipment over there?"

    "How many are in the party?"

    "Should we hit them?"

    "Let's wait and see."

    "Ah! What on earth do we need an inventory for when we have to pack a backpack every time!"

    "What a hassle this is every time."

    "Wish they'd update. They used to, but now it's just quiet?"

    "When do you think the new corrupted area will open?"

    "I don't know... with the outposts opened last month..."

    "Why that gloomy face?"

    "Because of those not managing chaos. They pick fights at every chance."

    "Shall we move to Level 2?"

    "Are you crazy? Looking to die?"

    "You ever heard of high risk, high return? No risk, no gain."

    "I heard they're moving a base in Loborre..."

    The chaotic conversations were peaceful. It was a contradictory expression, yet it was the most accurate. It signified players had perfectly adapted to this game.

    Even I found the multitude of players in this place to be no longer unfamiliar. The sight had become normal.

    All these changes occurred over the past three months. I gazed at the serene landscape, lost in thought.

    "Three months..."

    A lot had changed during that time, but among them was something I watched with the greatest interest.

    "The revival of the Order of Palao."

    Reviving the faction was crucial for my safety as well.

    "For now, I'm just hunting in lower-rank corrupted areas."

    Eventually, they would need to participate in large-scale battles alongside Bihar's forces. Even for the future, the faction needs to grow stronger.

    "I have to prevent the decision-makers from using Palao's forces as mere cannon fodder."

    Small, powerless groups are always easily scapegoated. Not many in the world volunteer to be sacrifices.

    Most are coerced into it by others. To avoid this fate, it must become a significant power even as a small group. Jordan shared similar thoughts with me.

    'That's why he's working on reinstating the faction's name and influence.'

    He first took care of believers scattered across the continent with the money from Vellego's treasury.

    Investing heavily in helping believers in difficulty and carrying out relocation work for those near dangerous areas close to the frontline.

    'Most are the elderly with mobility issues or young believers who lost guardians.'

    It was blatant support, like openly paying back the few who still believed in Palao without turning away.

    'Not bad.'

    Thanks to that, Palao's name began spreading again amongst people. Even a heavily declining Palao is doing this, so why aren't other factions?

    They should never have left Palao behind.

    Doing former believers of Palao, asking for relief supplies.

    Though most of these voices came from those who had shamelessly abandoned civility, the presence of the Order of Palao was undeniably starting to revive.

    "But it's not enough."

    While the money flowing into Vellego's treasury wasn't small, the limits were apparent.

    Supporting the believers was possible because there were few in number. Factoring in player support, they exhaust all available funding.

    The conclusion is they need more funds to expand influence externally. But Order of Palao's fixed income is very small as of now.

    Thus, the plan involved recommended missions scattered throughout corrupted areas. The system assured me of rewards, and the golden stars marked on the map weren't few.

    "Even if I just loot the corrupted areas well, I could easily gather a few million."

    I informed the faction of high-risk corrupted areas I couldn't access.

    As for places I could enter, I personally moved to reclaim the spoils. Thanks to this, the faction's financial status improved daily.

    One reason for today's outing was to work on a recommended mission.

    "Mr. K, we've arrived."

    Just then, the coachman informed me we had reached the temple. After thanking him, I headed straight into the temple.

    I was to take the gate perched atop the World Tree to my destination in the north, Viceta.

    * * *

    The journey from Viceta Castle to my destination took about two days.

    "Tsk."

    Upon reaching the target situated at the heart of the corrupted area, I couldn't help but click my tongue.

    "Of all places, it had to be underground."

    It seemed the corrupted area I marked out was underground. On the off chance that I checked the map again, nothing significantly differed.

    I was undoubtedly at the location signified by the gold star indicating the recommended mission.

    But no matter where I searched the place marked with the messeo insignia, I couldn't find the messeo.

    During that time, I discovered a ground hole leading underground; the implication was clear.

    Squatting in front of the hole, I let out a deep sigh.

    'It's a bit awkward to enter like this.'

    Unfortunately, the area featured overlapping Level 2 corrupted areas, filled with regular field mobs.

    'At a glance, about three times the usual.'

    The black dots marked on the map were so densely packed. Diving underground while leaving them unattended wasn't a good option.

    If by chance, those mobs swarmed into the underground, I'd end up trapped. Without knowing the environment or geography below, it was prudent to proceed cautiously.

    In the worst case, ground fighting could cause a collapse.

    Of course, it wasn't a severe problem since I could handle it to some extent.

    'Glad I took mana lessons from Ahel.'

    Through consistent lessons, I could decompose attribute mana to use the four elements.

    With the earth attribute, getting buried won't just happen without a trace.

    'However, if mana runs out before escaping, it could get troublesome.'

    To minimize risk, I decided to deal with the variables on land before heading down.

    "What a bother."

    I muttered quietly while standing up, leaving the ground hole behind.
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    Thinking about what I had to do next made me sigh out of annoyance.

    The regular field mobs were no longer a threat to me, making the task feasible.

    'Let's wrap this up quickly.'

    Having made my decision, I turned away from the entrance leading underground and shifted my position.

    The first destination was the location of the messeo.

    There, I captured the evolved species and collected the messeo.

    Not just one, but all the messeo in the nearby corrupted area.

    Then I began to run through the forest, where the snow had yet to melt.

    The Messeo, left alone without evolved species, was the perfect bait to attract field mobs.

    "Kiiaaa!"

    "Kyah! Kyak!"

    As I passed by, more than a dozen monsters followed behind me.

    Since awakening to the Silver rank, my body had become even more refined and sturdy.

    I could shake them off without using Mana Manipulation.

    Therefore, some speed regulation was necessary when herding them.

    I diligently ran through the forest to gather the monsters.

    After a few minutes of running alone, I leaped onto a tree and reached out towards the crowding monsters.

    Crackle-!

    The attribute mana gathered at my fingertips began to disassemble, creating a flickering of heat.

    Eventually, it blossomed into a bright crimson flame in my hand.

    The enlarged flame, nearly the size of my chest, flew towards the monsters.

    Afterwards, four more fireballs of the same size followed in quick succession.

    As a result, a blazing fire erupted in the snow-covered mountains, devouring the monsters.

    'Basic fire elemental magic, fireball.'

    The memory of the day I finally added that magic to my status window was vivid.

    It was also the day I first succeeded in breaking down lightning attribute mana into the four major elements.

    Breaking down elements meant being able to use higher attributes more efficiently.

    'The concentration of mana varies, after all.'

    With the mana used to materialize lightning once, I could create three to four fireballs.

    The ability to use more magic with less mana was the advantage of high-grade mana.

    The more the screams of the burning monsters intensified, the more mana I absorbed.

    Of course, not all the monsters died at once.

    Therefore, I had to walk into the sea of fire and handle them directly.

    A normal person would have been scorched.

    However, my attribute mana was lightning, said to be hotter than the sun.

    As I wrapped myself in attribute mana, blue sparks flickered.

    The unruly movement seemed as if it wanted to consume the surrounding flames.

    The heat felt in the midst of the sea of fire had significantly diminished.

    It was possible because of the characteristics that attribute mana had.

    'Lower attribute mana cannot overwhelm higher attribute mana.'

    The rank that attribute mana held was an absolute truth belonging to nature.

    'Just as normal flames cannot burn amidst lava and get consumed.'

    The rank of mana was akin to an unchangeable hierarchy.

    Thanks to this, I was unharmed even while stepping into the blazing inferno.

    Using my spear to pierce or the wind attribute to create a cutting wind for several minutes, I could neatly finish off the remaining alive monsters.

    'Indeed, it's convenient to use magic to deal with trash mobs.'

    At this pace, it seemed I could finish in a couple of hours.

    With light steps, I began the next round of gathering.

    At times only regular field mobs would gather, and sometimes there would be evolved species lurking around.

    However, there were no significantly dangerous moments.

    Since learning to properly control mana, my combat power had risen dramatically.

    How long had I been repeating this tedious process for about an hour?

    "Hmm?"

    On the map, which was filled with black dots, five red dots appeared.

    This indicated players had come, and it was unwelcome news for me.

    'There's no need to share the hunting field.'

    I made a short decision, guiding three evolved species as I approached.

    I planned to intimidate them enough to make them retreat.

    But upon reaching the players' location, my mind changed.

    "Three o'clock, head towards three o'clock! Let's break through there!"

    "Oh."

    Standing on a branch, I focused my gaze on the players below.

    * * *

    "Push, push!"

    "What are you doing?! You deal with it!"

    "Do you think I'm just standing here?!"

    As was often the case when dealing with half a dozen clustered monsters, anxious and urgent voices were heard repeatedly.

    Yang Taeho, standing in the center of the commotion, felt incredulous.

    'They claimed they were confident!'

    Though some of the party members had left due to circumstances, they boasted they would be more than capable.

    They claimed they were confident with their experience in a 2-star corrupted area, boasting with bravado.

    The confident words of the player who introduced himself as Phoenix were all nonsense.

    'But this is too much, no?'

    It's inevitable that gaps would emerge when some members left the original party.

    The important thing was for those remaining to fill those gaps.

    However, since they couldn't, the monsters began to infiltrate the inner circle.

    An indication that monsters had breached the rear and were running amok between the player handling the backline and the tanker responsible for the frontline.

    "Damn it!"

    For a tanker wielding a shield with both hands, it was indeed a dangerous situation.

    Hurriedly, Yang Taeho took out the hand axe strapped to his waist.

    He swung it fiercely toward a monster approaching behind him.

    "Kiiaaak!"

    The monster, ambiguously resembling a monkey or a chimpanzee, retreated, spraying black blood with an axe embedded in its shoulder.

    Had the dealers taken care of it properly at that moment, there would have been no need for further worry.

    Unfortunately, they were too busy dealing with the monsters surrounding them.

    In the end, Yang Taeho had to independently fend off the monsters charging from behind while pushing away those coming from the front with his shield.

    'A misplaced desire brought this...'

    This month's income was too low, so Yang Taeho felt greedy.

    Phoenix's offer to give two-tenths of the spoils was tempting enough.

    Without a fixed party, Yang Taeho, who moved around like a mercenary, usually received around one-tenth.

    When the number of members increased, that share often decreased even further.

    Thus, he didn't want to miss this opportunity to double his usual share.

    'I was too complacent.'

    Though the number of members decreased, he thought it would be okay since the remaining members had experience.

    Indeed, in the beginning, everything went smoothly.

    Even when they encountered two evolved species simultaneously, they had managed to defend quite well.

    Therefore, he let his guard down a bit.

    But as dozens of ordinary monsters, smaller in size compared to the evolved species, began to gather, their coordination started to falter.

    'This could turn into a big disaster.'

    Injuries were increasing, and the resulting stamina consumption was severe.

    Add to that the mental fatigue accumulating from the unfamiliar hunting pace.

    Yang Taeho felt his mouth becoming dry.

    Was it because he sensed the danger to his life?

    The face of his wife, who stubbornly avoided the hospital due to money issues, flashed across his mind.

    With that, he couldn't help but grit his teeth.

    'I can't die meaninglessly here.'

    It was time to do something to escape the crisis.

    What was immediately needed was an understanding of the situation.

    From Yang Taeho's perspective, the current state of the party was not good.

    Though he was holding on to his limits and deflecting monsters, the dealers' hunting speed was not as fast as he thought.

    Adding to that, the scent of blood and the chaotic cries were drawing more monsters.

    The battle was being prolonged.

    'At this rate, things will turn disastrous.'

    Swallowing hard at the slowly swelling sense of crisis deep in his chest, Yang Taeho quickly surveyed his surroundings.

    The expressions of the other party members, including Phoenix, were not good either.

    This meant Yang Taeho wasn't the only one feeling this sense of threat.

    Yang Taeho instinctively realized it was the time to somehow clear an escape route.

    Thus, he used the remaining attribute mana.

    'Rock attribute.'

    Gathering the last of his mana, he used the low-grade rock attribute he had purchased; it was the rock attribute.

    It was the attribute that saved Yang Taeho's life today.

    "Three o'clock, move towards three o'clock! Unblock that path!"

    Everyone quickly grasped Yang Taeho's intention.

    They abandoned the blocked path on their left for a moment and began to open a way by aggressively taking down the monsters to the right of the party, in the 3 o'clock direction.

    However, as a consequence, Yang Taeho's plan to clear an escape and flee was doomed to fail.

    The battle had already dragged on for far too long.

    "Kyiek!"

    A monster as large as six times a regular field mob, an evolved species, appeared.

    It was already a struggle with dozens of incoming monsters, and now there was an evolved species!

    "Of all times!"

    "No way!"

    "Break through faster!"

    All the party members turned pale.

    Even if they swung their weapons with all their might, surpassing the evolved species' charging speed was impossible.

    The evolved species, which had approached right in front, raised all six of its arms simultaneously.

    A long shadow was cast over the party members.

    It appeared like the shadow of death, and despair was etched on the faces of the party members.

    At that moment, Yang Taeho, who was clearing the path, intervened between the evolved species and the party members, raising his shield.

    He intended to block that swipe.

    If his party members were knocked away like bowling pins now, it would truly magic the end.

    It was the time to protect the formation from collapsing.

    That was a tanker's inherent duty within a party.

    Yang Taeho gritted his teeth and put his shield forward.

    Anticipating exhaustion from mana depletion, he squeezed the last of his attribute mana.

    Thick rock began to sprout around Yang Taeho's shield.

    It took on an organic form, as if it were growing with a life of its own.

    In addition, he reinforced with regular mana to enhance interference.

    Completing all preparations, he tensed every muscle in his body.

    Thud-!

    "Grit!"

    The evolved species' swipe struck Yang Taeho.

    The monster's strength was so overwhelming that cracks appeared in the rocks extending from the shield.

    It didn't stop there as Yang Taeho's body was pushed back.

    However, he didn't collapse.

    Though drawn back, leaving a long mark on the dirt ground, he managed to hold fast.

    Instead, strength deserted his body.

    Having used every last bit of mana, he fell into a state of exhaustion.

    Even so, Yang Taeho squeezed every ounce of strength from his body and shouted.

    "What are you just standing there for?! Keep moving!"

    Though he successfully blocked the initial impact, he aimed those words at the inactive party members.

    "Sever that neck immediately!"

    Yelling loudly, he looked back only to freeze.

    "Screeech!"

    Behind him, where there should have been allies, there were only monsters.

    While Yang Taeho stepped to the rear, other party members should have been engaging the monsters.

    However, instead of protecting his exposed rear, they fled.

    Consequently, the monsters filled the vacancy.

    Amidst the swarming monsters, the distant figures of retreating party members could be seen.

    Watching in a trance, Yang Taeho's face blushed red in an instant.

    "You damn scoundrels!!"

    His desperate cry resonated loudly in the noisy forest.

    "The party leader has expelled you."

    Simultaneously, a system message appeared and a monster pounced on Yang Taeho from behind.

    Instinctively groping for his waist, he realized he didn't have the hand axe he used as a secondary weapon.

    He had used it to deal with a monster that intruded into the party's formation and hadn't retrieved it.

    Behind him, a small monster drooled profusely.

    In front, an evolved species once again raised its arm, ready to crush him.

    Yang Taeho turned pale, finding himself in a desperate situation.

    Once more, the face of his wife, who avoided hospitals due to financial difficulties, flashed in his mind.

    Yet, there was nothing he could do now.

    His mana was depleted, and his secondary weapon was used up.

    His only remaining option was to face death.

    Just then, the hand of the evolved species began descending.

    Yang Taeho watched, dazed, at the overwhelmingly surreal sight.

    The shadow of his unborn daughter, who was lost before he ever held her, seemed to flicker at his feet.

    It seemed she had come to fetch the father who couldn't protect her.

    With that thought, Yang Taeho unconsciously raised his shield over his head.

    There was no particular purpose behind the action.

    Whatever he did, the future where he was crushed by the evolved species' hand couldn't change.

    He had no strength to defy the impending death.

    Yang Taeho closed his eyes tightly, holding the shield high.

    "... Huh?"

    Yet no end came, no matter how long he waited.

    Neither was he bitten by the monster charging from behind, nor was he crushed under the evolved species' hand.

    Holding his shield over his head and rigid, Yang Taeho tentatively opened his eyes.

    The first thing he saw was a monster with its neck half-slashed, collapsed at his feet.

    "Gack, hrrk!"

    Moreover, desperate panting echoed in a manner as if it would falter any moment.

    Lowering the shield to see the situation, the body of the evolved species before him teetered over and fell sideways.
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    'Why, why is that happening...?'

    Yang Taeho watched the scene with a bewildered expression.

    But that wasn't the end of the surprises.

    "Kaayak!"

    "Keek!"

    Suddenly, sharp winds started to blow from somewhere, and the monsters around began to scream as they were torn apart.

    Yang Taeho, who was standing dazed like someone in a trance, suddenly shuddered.

    He noticed a figure standing tall among the fallen monsters.

    A white male with curly brown hair.

    Around him, an unusually large number of monster corpses were piled up.

    Only then did he realize what had happened.

    Apparently, that player had intervened to save him.

    Finally assured of his safety, Yang Taeho's legs gave out and he plopped down onto the ground.

    "Whew."

    In his heart, he wanted to collapse and savor the relief of surviving.

    But instead of relaxing, Yang Taeho immediately began drinking potions.

    It was to replenish his depleted mana.

    It was a habit he had picked up while wandering through polluted areas.

    Mana management was an essential task that players should never neglect.

    Although today's urgent situation had caused him to miss the timing, usually he would drink a potion before his mana was completely drained to speed up recovery.

    Moreover, wasn't he in an unfamiliar situation with a stranger?

    While it seemed that the player had aided him, he couldn't just relax without caution.

    'Being prepared just in case isn't a bad thing.'

    Yang Taeho downed about three potions before the unfamiliar player began moving toward the corpse of the mutated monster.

    That's when Yang Taeho shivered again.

    Because he saw something protruding from the forehead of the mutated monster.

    'What's that?'

    A black, pointed object.

    As Yang Taeho tried to closely examine the mysterious item, the man with brown hair reached out his hand.

    Black blood unique to monsters spurted out, and Yang Taeho's eyes widened slightly.

    He thought he knew what the man had extracted.

    'A spear?'

    Unlike a regular spear, its length was about 1 meter, making it more of a short spear.

    Few players used spears, let alone short spears.

    Whether the man noticed Yang Taeho's gaze affixed on him or not, he briskly flicked the blood from the spear and secured it on his back.

    Only then did Yang Taeho notice the man's gear.

    "Wame..."

    The man didn't just have one short spear.

    From his right shoulder to his left waist, he had a total of three spears mounted along a diagonal line.

    Covering his broad back entirely with spears wasn't enough, as he also clutched a long spear in his hand.

    And that wasn't all.

    The man's thighs bore daggers, at his sides were leather pouches, and a small knife was tucked into a leather strap on his right forearm.

    Most surprisingly, he wore fully-equipped armor.

    'Isn't that a Jeber set?'

    Not only did it include shoulder pads shaped like roaring beasts, but it also had a breastplate and protective gear covering his limbs and other body parts.

    The man possessed all five pieces of armor from the Jeber Reconnaissance set.

    Since Yang Taeho, a tank himself, was familiar with the armor sold at the shop, he was utterly amazed.

    'How much does all that cost?'

    To assemble the entire Jeber armor set would substantially exceed 50,000 mana.

    At present, even Taeho, who prided himself as a tank, possessed only a breastplate and a shield.

    There were too many expenses for magic and potions to invest solely in armor.

    Thus, he compensated by relying on the natural defensive strength of his hardened body.

    But this man had acquired the full Jeber set.

    In addition, he wore a detachable mana accumulation tool which belonged to the set.

    'Gosh, a yellow one is 5-star, isn't it?'

    Mana accumulation tools are rated in rainbow colors, with a total of seven grades.

    Since the highest grade is red at 7-star, yellow indeed is 5-star.

    The sheer level of gear was so staggering that it left one speechless.

    While analyzing the man's gear, Yang Taeho suddenly realized something.

    'Is he alone?'

    Though he scanned around, there was no player fitting the description of the man's companions.

    With the recent trend of solo players increasing, playing in relatively safer 1-star polluted areas, it wasn't strange but...

    'There shouldn't be any 1-stars around here.'

    To reach a 1-star polluted area near Viceta, one must utilize the 2nd or 3rd advance base.

    The remaining advance bases only had 2-star polluted areas.

    Ultimately, this meant that the man had entered a 2-star polluted area alone.

    'He must be highly confident in his skills.'

    While observing the man, Yang Taeho's eyes widened again.

    "Huk."

    The dazzling gear had distracted him from noticing a certain symbol.

    'Isn't that from that one place? What was it called, Pale-whatsit?'

    Trying to recall it didn't help; Yang Taeho couldn't remember the name of any other order besides Temoria, which he had joined.

    'The name doesn't matter.'

    Knowing what that symbol signifies is enough.

    In Bihar, players could choose from a total of 7 orders.

    There were 7 types of symbols that appeared above players' heads.

    However, two symbols were particularly elusive.

    'I think their doctrines were Kindness and Charity.'

    Though he couldn't remember their names, players who joined these two orders were rare.

    So rare that it was Yang Taeho's first time actually seeing those two symbols.

    That meant the number of players in those two orders was very low.

    Moreover, the order of Kindness hadn't had a single player pass their entrance exam.

    There were occasional sightings and community activities from the order of Charity, but...

    'Their numbers aren't high.'

    Community speculation guessed there were roughly a few hundred members.

    This was negligible compared to the other five orders.

    For instance, the Temoria order, which Yang Taeho belonged to, had over 10,000 entrants.

    Orders known for easy entrance exams, like Finelpenia or Agnotia, had far exceeded 20,000 members.

    Now, expecting any increase in members was practically impossible.

    Most players had surpassed the 10,000 mana threshold and chosen their affiliations.

    This meant that unless the third generation of players was recruited, a significant change in numbers was unlikely.

    Consequently, the odds of encountering a player from that order weren't high.

    So, it was only natural to be surprised.

    'There's actually someone from that order?'

    It was somewhat overwhelming to watch the man.

    Though only a few minutes had passed since he appeared, Yang Taeho lost count of how many times he'd been astonished.

    As the situation didn't feel real, he sat there blankly, and just then, the man turned to face him.

    Startled, Yang Taeho leaped to his feet.

    Then he briskly approached the unfamiliar player and spoke.

    "Thank you kindly, truly. I thought I'd be a goner."

    The man glanced him over before giving a light nod.

    He then spoke in a relaxed manner, as if out for a stroll.

    "Are you going to keep hunting here?"

    "Huh?"

    Yang Taeho was startled once more.

    The white man's mouth movements perfectly matched the Korean words.

    It meant he was speaking Korean.

    'Wow, the pronunciation is really good.'

    Was he mixed-race? Had he lived in Korea for a long time?

    Yang Taeho's head filled with questions.

    'Maybe it's because the two 2-star polluted areas overlap inside.'

    Regardless, the man continued speaking in a calm tone.

    "There are quite a lot of field mobs here. About three times more than a regular place."

    At the number mentioned by the man, Yang Taeho shuddered.

    "And there are just as many evolved species. I've seen around twenty, at a minimum."

    Despite that, the man continued unfazed.

    "It seems dangerous to go alone. How about heading back?"

    Even before Yang Taeho could respond, the man raised his spear.

    "That way."

    He pointed to the direction of the southeast, around four o'clock.

    "I cleared a path through there, so it should be safe for a while."

    As the man finished speaking, Yang Taeho unconsciously gulped.

    'At least twenty more?'

    So far, he had encountered three evolved species with the Phoenix Party, and the one that just died made it four.

    Even subtracting those, there were twenty more.

    He'd never seen a polluted area with so many evolved species.

    'It's quite dangerous here.'

    Thanks to the man's information, he didn't need to ponder for long.

    It wasn't possible to continue hunting alone here.

    Given that someone had already cleared the path of monsters, it wouldn't be too dangerous to head back alone.

    If he hurried, he could reach the forward base before more monsters gathered.

    'Let's not be greedy and head back.'

    Having experienced one peril, the decision to leave became much easier.

    Moreover, he had to return safely if he wanted to confront the Phoenix Party about abandoning him and claim his promised share.

    Having decided to return, Yang Taeho extended his hand.

    "Thank you again for the advice and for saving me."

    The man hesitated momentarily but then shook Yang Taeho's hand.

    "Take care on your way."

    His farewell was as straightforward and dry as it could get.

    With that, Yang Taeho turned towards the direction the man indicated.

    Yet, after merely a few steps, he paused again.

    He looked back at the man and said.

    "Do you perhaps need potions? It's not much, but I could spare some."

    "I'm good, thanks. I have plenty."

    "Happily so; take care then."

    "Yes."

    Why did he stop again after only three or four steps this time?

    'Why am I worried?'

    In a situation where it was troublesome enough just to protect himself, worrying about others seemed foolish.

    Even the Phoenix Party had abandoned Yang Taeho to save themselves.

    If the roles were reversed, would he have chosen differently over the Phoenix Party?

    To survive this harsh game, one had to be ruthless.

    Despite knowing that, his heart and mind were in conflict.

    It made it hard for him to leave easily, and he kept glancing back several times.

    'He's alone after all.'

    He must have confidence, having entered this dangerous place alone.

    Still, it felt reluctant to leave the man by himself.

    'I think he used wind attributes earlier.'

    While the wind element balanced defense and offense well, it was often considered lacking in power.

    Earth was better for defense and fire for offense.

    'If the benefactor who saved my life were to die, it'd haunt my dreams...'

    Yet stepping forward to help felt imprudent since he had nearly died just now.

    What if he stayed out of some misplaced sympathy and faced danger again?

    He'd surely regret not leaving immediately.

    It was right to be selfish and leave, but this wretched game still hadn't eroded his sense of loyalty, which held him back.

    He thought about speaking up but hesitated when suddenly...

    "It'd be wise to leave before it gets too late."

    "Huh?"

    The man, who had been quietly observing Yang Taeho, spoke first.

    Suddenly, thud, thud, thud-!

    The ground began to shake. It was one of the most common signs indicating the approach of an evolved species.

    Amid the abrupt situation, Yang Taeho caught the steady, almost monotonous voice.

    "I'm in the midst of a mob hunt."

    As soon as he finished speaking, the horrific cries of monsters erupted from all directions.
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    It felt like being struck by a sound without form.

    What did that even mean?

    This wasn't a mere sound emitted by a dozen or so monsters, or even several dozen.

    'This, this might be at least a hundred, right?'

    A monstrous swarm of unimaginable size was approaching.

    Perhaps it was thanks to past experiences, but that overwhelming scene vividly came to mind.

    In the wake of the sudden situation, Yang Taeho's pale mind raced even faster.

    An array of thoughts tangled in his head in that fleeting moment.

    Was it right to leave that man here alone?

    'No matter how strong he is.'

    Was it really possible to face that many monsters alone?

    'Should I help?'

    Of course, Yang Taeho had no obligation to assist the man.

    Hadn't the man himself told him to leave quickly?

    Given they had said something about a hunting drive, it was likely that the man had brought this situation upon himself.

    Therefore, he should just think about his own safety and leave without feeling any unnecessary guilt.

    His head was clear on this, yet his feet remained hesitant, unable to move away.

    "Hmph."

    Could the man have read through the hesitation that lingered in Yang Taeho's heart?

    The man, who had been watching the direction the ground was vibrating, turned to look at Yang Taeho.

    "Why?"

    And then, with a light chuckle, he said,

    "Are you planning to help?"

    His expression, voice, gestures, and even his posture were all utterly composed.

    This was in stark contrast to the dark shadows starting to appear over his shoulder.

    Monsters, charging at them with a ferocity that could swallow them whole, yet the man stood there so calmly, as if he were out for a leisurely stroll.

    Had Yang Taeho become infected by this unbelievable gap?

    Despite the urgency of the situation, his heart calmed.

    So he could ask as he turned his foot's direction,

    "Do you really need help?"

    Yang Taeho's body, which was almost directed towards the southeast as though he would flee any moment, had turned towards the man.

    As if ready to help anytime.

    "Not really."

    Yet, the man shook his head without hesitation at Yang Taeho's question.

    He even turned straight towards the monsters once again.

    It was as if he was drawing a line, indicating that he truly didn't require others' assistance.

    This left Yang Taeho slightly deflated. He wondered if stepping up was unnecessary.

    Forcing help on someone who said they didn't need it would only be a selfish act of self-satisfaction.

    Yang Taeho decided to leave without further regrets.

    "Well..."

    But then a curious, slightly humorous comment held him back.

    "If you do help, it might end early."

    Yang Taeho immediately grasped his shield as if he had been waiting for those words.

    "Whew."

    What a strange situation.

    Surely a multitude of monsters was pouring in behind the man.

    While there might be tension, he didn't sense a real crisis.

    It was as if he was unfolding a story whose ending he already knew.

    While Yang Taeho was trying to understand this peculiar situation.

    "Let's see what you've got."

    The man readied his spear and gestured towards the monsters.

    There was no need to ask what he meant.

    The man tilted his chin towards the roughly advancing monsters as if telling them to come and try.

    'Does he plan to evaluate me?'

    His demeanor was not just arrogant; it was downright condescending.

    Thinking that this young lad, whom he had never seen before, was evaluating him slightly bruised his pride.

    But strangely, Yang Taeho also thought this could be an opportunity without being aware of it.

    It might be more of an instinct than a thought.

    Well, by now, the reason didn't matter much.

    'It's hard to withdraw now anyway.'

    Fortunately, his mana had replenished enough to implement a defensive magic thanks to hastily doping with potions.

    Clicking his tongue, Yang Taeho moved forward.

    Standing to face the monsters past the man, he immediately squeezed his attribute mana.

    "Hup!"

    The magic requiring mana of the rock element, Wall Building.

    The bronze rank buff of Players from the Order of Temoria allowed them to learn one magic for free at the store.

    "I learned this magic as soon as I got the attribute!"

    Following the blueprint etched in his mind, he arranged the mana, causing rocks to start protruding around where Yang Taeho stood.

    "Since there are many monsters, I should spread it wide!"

    While covering a wide area, it was meticulously packed to leave no gaps between the rocks.

    Hoping that it would neither collapse nor get pushed in the upcoming clash.

    'You need to know how to do all three to call yourself a tank, right?'

    Grinding his teeth, Yang Taeho used up every last bit of remaining mana to cast the magic.

    Rocks several meters in diameter extended on both sides like the wings of a bird.

    It resembled a scaled-down, enormous wall.

    Though the shape and size weren't uniform, the rock was several meters thick.

    Monsters charging headlong failed to penetrate the rock wall and collided directly.

    Following this, even the large-sized evolved species successively rammed into the wall Yang Taeho had built.

    "Oh?"

    At that moment, Yang Taeho inadvertently let out a silly sound and looked up.

    Because five balls of fire, each the size of a human torso, were passing overhead.

    Boom! Boom!

    Soon, with a series of surreal explosions, massive flames erupted beyond the wall.

    Caught in the mesmerizing sight, Yang Taeho stood bewildered until the man, ready behind him, hurled the three black spears strapped to his back one after another.

    Snap, crunch!

    There were sounds of something breaking and being crushed.

    It didn't end there. This time, the man, not the fireballs, leaped over the wall Yang Taeho had built.

    He fell between two of the evolved species that were alive even amid the blazing flames.

    "T-that!"

    In a perilous situation, Yang Taeho gulped nervously.

    Of course, the worry was unnecessary. The man lightly dodged the evolved species' swings with a single-nimble leap.

    Not only did he just dodge, but he stomped firmly on the evolved creature's arm and thrust his spear.

    His movements were so swift that afterimages appeared momentarily.

    Each time, blue light flashed, accompanied by the pained screams of the evolved species.

    Remarkably, with each swing and thrust of his spear, the man's attacks shredded or shattered the bodies of the evolved species.

    He was overwhelming the evolved species, which usually required a 5-person party to carefully deplete health, inflict injuries, and land critical hits to be taken down.

    "Good heavens..."

    Every time he seemed to stand still, he jumped into the air, piercing the evolved species with his spear.

    Every time he seemed to be standing above an evolved species, he'd have already skewered its head and was leaping toward the next one.

    Watching the man's movements, almost too fast to follow with the eye, Yang Taeho understood.

    This wasn't something a Bronze rank player could perform.

    'He's a Silver rank.'

    Almost as soon as Yang Taeho realized this, the man facing the evolved species gracefully landed.

    What remained where he stood was only scorched ground, crackling embers, and a pile of charred bodies emitting a smoky odor.

    Among them, a particularly large body with a spear stuck into its head drew Yang Taeho's attention.

    In addition to the 2 evolved species the man had personally hunted, there were as many as 3 evolved species dead with a black spear lodged between their eyes or foreheads.

    It wasn't by coincidence or luck. That player could kill evolved species with a single strike.

    'Those creatures' bones are incredibly hard...'

    One needed to be at least proficient in Condense to sever those bones.

    Yet, the man pierced the evolved species, through hide and bone, with a single throw of his spear.

    The spectacle of the man's confidence, who had categorically stated he didn't need help, was comprehensible.

    While being overwhelmed by the possibility of such feats, the man who had landed turned his gaze around.

    "Pesky little things."

    Acting as if he wanted people to see, he reached out, and just as dust kicked up, the ground began to rise.

    At each rise, the dying cries of monsters, skewered by the earth mound, were heard.

    There must have been some monsters left barely alive.

    "What on earth...?"

    Yang Taeho, having witnessed all this, unconsciously whispered to himself.

    It was indeed astonishing. The man had just used as many as three different elements during the battle.

    Though he seemed to be using wind elemental magic at first, he suddenly employed fire elemental magic, followed by utilizing earth element.

    'Triple stacking? That's a triple-stack?'

    By the time Yang Taeho had swallowed hard from seeing a triple-stack of elements for the first time, the man who had finished the hunt turned to him.

    * * *

    'If he got scared, I'd have just let him go.'

    Even after seeing the monsters I was rounding up, he stayed behind offering help instead of fleeing.

    Considering he was ready to help, he seemed to be a different kind of breed than the ones who had run off.

    'Maybe he's not the kind to stab you in the back.'

    I looked at the dazed tank before saying,

    "What should I call you?"

    Asking directly for an introduction startled the man back into his senses.

    He hurriedly opened his mouth.

    "Y-yang Taeho—oof!"

    Was he not planning on mentioning his real name?

    Yang Taeho hastily sealed his mouth with both hands.

    The anxious way his eyes darted around was almost pitiful.

    While it might have been a mistake on his part, it wasn't disadvantageous for me.

    Knowing his real name meant I could investigate if needed.

    'I don't plan on doing that right away, though.'

    The reason I had saved Yang Taeho a while back was because he possessed rock-element attribute mana.

    In a situation where I had to enter underground, the presence of someone with earth, specifically rock attribute mana was a boon against potential cave-ins.

    That was it. I had no plans of getting further entwined with Yang Taeho.

    'Still, just in case.'

    I decided to remember his real name.

    Thanks to his accent, I also deduced he was from Honam, which could be useful for potential background checks.

    Though I etched Yang Taeho's information in my mind, I casually asked.

    "What's your codename?"

    Having calmed down, Yang Taeho pulled up his status window.

    There, his codename appeared as Pudding.

    A perfect contrasting charm made me glance at Yang Taeho from head to toe again.

    'Body like a Judoka or wrestler... and yet the codename is Pudding...'

    I decided to pass it off lightly, thinking perhaps he had a sweet tooth.

    Anyway, I had no intention of calling him by his codename.

    'Sir Pudding or Mr. Pudding, all of them sound odd.'

    Ultimately, having decided to omit addressing Yang Taeho by a specific name, I asked.

    "Are you running as a mercenary?"

    It neither seemed like he was solo-playing nor allying with a particular party.

    Instead, those who circled various parties filling specific roles in exchange for a share of spoils of war were known as mercenaries.

    It was a widely recognized term in the community.

    "Well, yes."

    Upon confirming, indeed, Yang Taeho nodded obediently.

    Nothing surprising since it was what I had speculated.

    The party with him had abandoned him too easily and run off.

    'If there were any camaraderie, they wouldn't have all fled at once like that.'

    Some of the members would have hesitated.

    Yet, not a single one of the four who ran glanced back.

    So I was sure Yang Taeho was a mercenary.

    "Seems like your original party has dissolved..."

    Hence, there was no hesitation as I extended my offer.

    "It's a day or two schedule, are you willing to accompany?"

    Yang Taeho's eyes widened as if he hadn't anticipated this at all.

    He seemed so surprised that he could barely utter a word and merely gasped.

    Instead of waiting for him to gather himself, I decided to press for an answer.

    "I'll give you 30 percent of the spoils."

    Ordinarily, mercenary player's compensation was around 10 to 15 percent of the spoils obtained in a particular battle.

    So I offered a larger amount, leaving no room for him to refuse.

    "Consider this as an advance payment."

    I tossed him a golden coin from the old Cairo Kingdom that I had picked up on the way.

    After hurriedly catching it, Yang Taeho glanced over my shoulder for confirmation.

    His silence didn't last long.

    "Deal."

    Thus, an unexpected companion joined the journey.
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    After Yang Taeho joined, I resumed the task of clearing the surface before entering the recommended mission area.

    Of course, since I had a companion now, we also exchanged conversations when there was time.

    It was necessary to understand his full capabilities to minimize any mishaps during battle.

    "Your attribute mana isn't even a thousand?"

    "Oh, yes, yes... You're sharp, aren't you?"

    "Is there anything else I should know?"

    Most of the topics discussed were aimed at adjusting the hunting pace.

    However, during the process, I uncovered some surprising information.

    "You say your Chaos limit is in the 70s?"

    "You seem surprised. It's the truth, you know. Want to see for yourself?"

    Yang Taeho, as if to prove his statement, opened his status window.

    The displayed Chaos value was a staggering 51%.

    This was a figure I hadn't seen since the very beginning of the game.

    "You'll start hearing voices when it's over 70."

    Yang Taeho chuckled awkwardly, a mix of embarrassment and pride in his demeanor.

    I couldn't help but be both amazed and somewhat at a loss.

    'How is he so normal with a Chaos value that high?'

    If what he said about his Chaos limit being in the 70s was true, it was astonishing.

    'At that level, shouldn't he be enlightened like a Buddhist monk?'

    The point at which the Chaos value affects a person differed depending on their personality.

    People like me, who are impulsive or belligerent, reacted even at low levels.

    'Mine is around 30.'

    From there, I start hearing hallucinations and battling violent urges.

    If I didn't purify myself and let it go beyond 50, I would struggle to control myself.

    This is why I'm always thankful for having the Purification Trait.

    In contrast, Yang Taeho's Chaos limit isn't 50 or even 60, but 70.

    It was already amazing that he, as a second-generation player, reached 40,000 mana and was equipped with gear.

    It seemed the reason lay in his Chaos limit.

    Using fewer purification pills than other players allowed for faster growth.

    "By the way, isn't the messeo all cleared out?"

    While I marveled at Yang Taeho's monk-like demeanor.

    "Where are we going now? It feels like we're deep inside... Aren't we going back?"

    Yang Taeho, who had been silently following his role, expressed concern for the first time.

    "There are still corrupted areas to clear."

    I replied while checking the map occupying a corner of my vision.

    At that, Yang Taeho, anxiously watching me, cautiously spoke up after a moment of hesitation.

    "How do you know that? I don't have a mission prompt? Have you been here before?"

    This game doesn't show you where the corrupted areas to be cleared are.

    As you move, you enter corrupted areas, and each time, a mission prompt appears.

    Unless you directly travel from Earth to the mission area.

    'Well, I know because I have a map.'

    Normally, there was no way to know where the corrupted areas were.

    Therefore, it seemed he couldn't understand why I said there were more missions left.

    In response to his mixture of curiosity, doubt, and a hint of anxiety, I smiled and answered.

    "I've been here before."

    Shortly after, we arrived at the location with the familiar burrow.

    To double-check, I clicked the golden star marked on the map, and a small window popped up.

    MISSION - Recommendation

    「Corrupted Area Purification ★★(04-2776)」

    Annihilate all enemies within the specified range and destroy the messeo.

    • Messeo (0/6)

    「Rewards」

    Choose one of the following rewards.

    • Mana 80, reputation 4

    • Attribute Mana 40, reputation 8

    ※ Additional reward: spoils equivalent to 2.7 billion won

    This was among the recommended missions promised by the Damned System, one with particularly high monetary rewards.

    Thanks to Vellego's vault, I had secured a certain amount of reserves.

    'More can't hurt, right?'

    I closed the mission window and peered into the tunnel.

    The burrow, descending on a gentle slope, seemed endless.

    'Messeo underground...'

    Messeo referred to a state where a hole had fixed onto an object and materialized.

    It meant that a hole must have a fixed object to form Messeo.

    'Well, it's possible the hole fixed to a rock.'

    This was unprecedented, but not impossible.

    I decided not to put too much weight on the location of the messeo.

    Instead, I thought about the process of getting there.

    Once the messeo was formed, monsters were bound to swarm.

    A path must have formed during that process, so accessing it shouldn't be too difficult.

    'If there are any blockages, we can simply come back.'

    With Yang Taeho, who had joined us and could command earth attributes, there was no fear of being buried helplessly.

    "Let's go in."

    "We're going in here?"

    I rummaged through my inventory to find some wood I could use as a torch, then pulled out a backpack I always carried.

    From there, I took out oil and cloth, made a makeshift torch, and lit it.

    Then, without any delay, I squeezed into the burrow.

    Yang Taeho hesitated for a moment, but then followed me inside.

    "Gosh, this is cramped. Is this really the way?"

    "Probably."

    The burrow was too small to even stand upright.

    I ended up swapping out my gear from a spear to a dagger.

    Holding the makeshift torch in one hand and a dagger in the other, I cautiously moved forward, receiving an unwelcome greeting.

    Strange creatures emerged from countless holes in the walls.

    Knowing of their approach through the map, I wasted no time stabbing the dagger into them as they crawled out.

    "Squish!"

    Their mana was only in the late teens.

    In terms of combat power, they were among the weakest monsters, out of the hundreds of field mobs, competing with each other for the bottom spot.

    'Even a regular adult could fight them off with a knife.'

    I examined the corpse for a while.

    The creature, impaled by the dagger, was about 1 meter in size.

    It reminded me of a snake with its triangular head, and there were feet protruding beside it, resembling moles.

    The most noteworthy feature was the absence of eyes.

    Instead, its ears were pointed high on its head. Like a bat.

    Though I had never seen such a creature before, its appearance felt oddly familiar.

    "This is a Volpo."

    "Volpo? What... do these things have names?"

    Most don't have names.

    There's a bizarre book similar to the bestiary in Bihar, and only the creatures listed in it have definitive names.

    If you look at the ratio, creatures with names are 30%, while those without make up 70%.

    'That level is barely unfinished work.'

    At first, I couldn't understand why they left the job half-done, but I understood once I learned the background.

    The reason the bestiary wasn't completed was due to the lack of mages who could specialize in the biological research of creatures.

    Nearly half of the mages associated with the magic tower betrayed the Demi-humans about nine years ago.

    I heard the damage was substantial.

    All of the garrison locations, supply routes, and other classified internal information handled by mages fell into the hands of the enemy's leaders.

    I haven't yet encountered any high-grade creatures.

    'Generals, marshals, and Commanders.'

    These creatures are intelligent enough to negotiate terms during wartime.

    Some can even communicate directly with Demi-humans.

    Examples include the 9-star, 10-star evolved species that have intelligence similar to humans.

    So, it wasn't a coincidence that they strategically destroyed key military bases of the allied forces.

    'It was around then that they decisively began losing the war.'

    Because of the shock at that time, even the mages who didn't betray them and chose to stay were treated as potential dangers.

    That's why mages like Ahel wear restraints and are strictly monitored.

    Due to this background, there hasn't been any progressed research or additional study on creatures.

    As a result, the bestiary hasn't evolved significantly beyond the 9-year-old version.

    I've heard that people who have direct combat experiences with these creatures have documented their observations.

    But since it's not systematically validated knowledge, it can't be widely shared.

    Instead, it's merely used as foundational information for formulating action guidelines in areas where such creatures appear.

    Given the situation, calling it a real dictionary feels off.

    But it is worth reading once.

    You can at least gather basic information about the documented creatures.

    I recalled the characteristics of Volpo.

    'They lack vision and have very dull olfaction.'

    Instead, their hearing is abnormally developed, it said.

    Based on this, the characteristics of the location I was in, and other possible tricks to use.

    As I carefully considered each one, a method to swiftly deal with the over 2,000 monsters began to form in my mind.

    * * *

    Bang bang bang bang!

    Every time Yang Taeho slammed his shield, a loud noise echoed.

    In the cavern, about 5 to 6 meters wide, the sound reverberated like an echo.

    Could there be a more perfect way to attract the hearing-sensitive Volpos?

    "What in the world is going on...?"

    Yang Taeho seemed so dumbstruck by its effectiveness that he stood there, staring up at the ceiling.

    Where he was looking, the Volpos crawled out and descended from above.

    But it wasn't just the ceiling.

    They crawled in from the walls of the cave we stood in, and even from the floor.

    Volpos crawled out of every hole you could see.

    I felt we had hunted about 600 or 700 monsters in the last 20 minutes.

    Although the speed wasn't exceedingly fast, there was no helping it.

    Since I had to proceed with hunting using only the wind attribute.

    'Indeed, wind lacks in dealing with large areas.'

    Unlike fire, which can cause physical damage merely by materializing through materialization, wind requires a secondary process to sculpt it into a sharp form.

    As much as I wanted to conjure up fire-based magic, which is easiest to wield...

    'If I use fire magic here, I'll get carbon monoxide poisoning.'

    Using the water attribute wasn't feasible either.

    Because I couldn't manipulate the water attribute at my own will.

    Though I was able to dissociate the elements, handling them freely like the fire attribute was a different issue.

    According to Ahel, it was because my affinity leaned towards fire.

    Though both attributes were suitable for me, I felt a closer bond with fire than with water.

    To put it simply, even if both colors fit me, I only had one favorite.

    'I did prefer sitting by the campfire over swimming during camping trips as a kid.'

    My parents would find it curious since I was quite active, yet rarely went into the water.

    Not to the extent that I disliked water, but it's true my preference leaned toward fire.

    Consequently, I ruled out the use of water attribute magic in combat.

    Because it's difficult to respond adequately to dangerous situations that might occur.

    'The earth attribute would mean I have to keep pushing corpses into the ground, making it unsuitable for attacks.'

    Eventually, I had to cut the creatures one by one with the wind attribute.

    'Turning them to ashes with fire would be quicker, but there's no alternative.'

    The only choice was to spend more time on it.

    I steadily hacked away at the Volpos being drawn to us here.

    While I was moving the corpses with Yang Taeho giving a weary nod, he spoke.

    "It's really something else."

    Then he sneakily asked a question.

    "It's the first time I'm seeing a scene that makes me feel so drained. Is this how you usually hunt?"

    "Typically, it's hard to gather them to this extent."

    Running around usually caps at around 200 to 300 at most.

    There's a physical limit since I'm alone.

    Even if a larger number were amassed, clearing them at once wasn't easy.

    Right now, thanks to the geographical characteristic of being underground and the attributes of Volpo, we were just able to gather efficiently.

    "Gosh, my eyes are rolling back from this, but look at how calmly you're handling it. Like you're from another world."

    With various exclamations, Yang Taeho expressed awe at what was for me an everyday sight.

    Damned System
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    How much mana did one absorb while hunting this way?

    It felt like solo play, and I wondered how they usually conducted their hunts.

    'Perhaps, he's curious because we're not in a party,' I thought.

    I was merely accompanying Yang Taeho, not forming a party with him.

    He was just insurance in case of emergencies, not a companion to share mana. Hence, it seemed Yang Taeho was curious about how much mana I was absorbing.

    "They don't give much mana, so I've absorbed just over 10,000!"

    I replied, not avoiding the question since it wasn't a secret.

    Yang Taeho clicked his tongue at my answer.

    We continued to hunt the Volpo, resulting in an increasing number of bodies we couldn't bury.

    Fortunately, before the bodies piled up too high, the Volpo stopped coming out of their holes.

    Upon checking, I found that there were still quite a few of them marked on the map in the distance.

    We hadn't caught all those in the corrupted area, but we could no longer lure them out using noise.

    "Tsk."

    I wanted to clean up nicely once I started.

    "There are some left, but they're not moving."

    "How do you know that, then?"

    Well, I had a map and radar. However, I wasn't planning on explaining the privileges the system granted me to anyone.

    After vaguely explaining that my Mana Detection range was broad, Yang Taeho didn't dig deeper.

    "Then, should I hit them harder?"

    "Is that necessary?!"

    I thought.

    We had to move to destroy Messeo, anyway.

    It seemed more practical to start moving rather than lure in those far away with noise.

    "There is no more space to bury them, either."

    We'd stuffed too many bodies into the ground where we stood, bringing the ceiling closer than when we first entered this cave.

    "I have also significantly reduced their numbers."

    After noting the ceiling's height, I decided to move and spoke up.

    "No, let's relocate."

    The Messeo marked on the map was scattered quite a distance away.

    The issue was that the map didn't indicate the paths through the burrows.

    We would need to find our way one step at a time towards where the messeo was located.

    It would be a process that would take a significant amount of time.

    "At least I'll start with the closest one."

    Yang Taeho and I hurried our steps together.

    Fortunately, a tunnel high enough for a person to pass through continued onward.

    Walking along the path for quite some time, I suddenly stopped.

    "What now? What is it?"

    Instead of answering Yang Taeho's question, I surveyed the spot where I'd halted.

    I meticulously checked every direction, up and down, without missing a single nook, but there was no path leading sideways.

    According to the map, there was a Messeo in the 3 o'clock direction from where I was standing, yet no path led there.

    "What is this now...?"

    A bug? Lag?

    It was unsettling because I'd never experienced such an issue while using the map.

    Then the images of monsters crawling out of the holes during our hunting earlier flashed through my mind.

    I turned my attention between the direction where the messeo supposedly was and the path the burrow seemed to lead.

    There was no guarantee that this path connected to where the messeo was.

    "If so, it would be a waste of time taking the long route."

    Eventually, I reached out towards the direction of the messeo.

    Extracting only the earth attribute after breaking down the mana, I pushed away the soil on the wall. Observing my actions, Yang Taeho joined in.

    What greeted us at the end of the increasingly deep pit was a solid rock.

    After clearing the surrounding soil, a boulder larger than my height was revealed.

    "Breaking it would be dangerous."

    Not knowing its thickness and possibly causing a cave-in due to intense impact would be troublesome.

    So, instead of breaking it directly, I turned to Yang Taeho.

    Luckily, I had someone capable of handling rock-attribute mana.

    Without such a skill, it would be different, but with it present, there was no reason not to use it.

    "Hmm, I'm not confident in breaking it down... just wait a bit."

    Understanding what I was implying, Yang Taeho placed his hand on the rock and took a deep breath.

    Then slowly, the surface of the rock began to crumble with a scratching sound.

    The pace wasn't fast. As Yang Taeho admitted his lack of confidence in breaking it, I waited patiently instead of urging him.

    The breakthrough came when we penetrated about 5 meters into the problematic rock.

    By then, the thinly whittled edge of the rock crumbled with a crack.

    On the other side, Yang Taeho, who had taken the first step, was wide-eyed as he gazed around.

    "What the..."

    His torch moved aimlessly from side to side, hinting at something significant.

    Curious about what lay beyond, I followed him out of the hole only to be stunned by the sight that unfolded.

    "Ha..."

    I was momentarily speechless.

    "Following you brings me to see strange sights."

    I had found it odd that Messeo was underground.

    After digging away the soil and breaking through the rock, the space we encountered was a colossal tunnel.

    It appeared to be carved out of rock, approximately 5 meters high.

    Though underground, the tall ceiling prevented it from feeling oppressive.

    "Wow, no kidding, there's some crazy stuff underground."

    The cavernous tunnel echoed even Yang Taeho's murmuring, akin to a tunnel on a highway.

    While surveying the area, a familiar object caught my eye.

    "This is..."

    Approaching it closely for examination, it confirmed my suspicion.

    「Mana Depleted Illumination Stone」

    • Category: Ornament, Furniture, auxiliary Tool

    • Acquisition Difficulty: Rare

    • Rank: ★

    • Description: A commonly used illumination magic tool across the continent to secure vision in dark places. Currently, it is depleted of mana and unusable.

    "An illumination stone..."

    "Hm?"

    It was identical to the illumination magic tools mounted in the residence of the Bennett family.

    And it wasn't just one. Within the range of my torch's light, I could see three.

    Moving again after a brief pause, another illumination stone appeared at regular intervals.

    Though depleted of mana, a considerable number of illumination stones were embedded within the tunnel.

    It blatantly implied that this space was intentionally constructed.

    'It's a manmade structure.'

    This wasn't a road compacted by the Volpo but a place built by a sentient being with a clear purpose.

    Not only were pillars erected to prevent the ceiling from collapsing, but doors were installed to demarcate spaces.

    I monitored the map and opened the nearest door.

    Beneath the thick layer of dust lay rotted blankets, leather shoes, and smashed wooden dishes scattered without order.

    "What are all these...?"

    Yang Taeho, who had entered with me, observed the interior with a curious gaze.

    By then, I picked up a wooden fork fallen next to the tattered blanket.

    It wasn't even half the size of my hand.

    'It seems to be for infants.'

    After briefly fingering the dried and cracked wood grain, various thoughts intersected as I pondered over the traces of unknown individuals.

    "Is this a bunker or something?"

    Considering the artificially crafted space and scattered items inside, it seemed like it.

    The space had a strong vibe of a shelter.

    But that notion didn't quite add up.

    "Should we check next door?"

    "Hold on a minute."

    I accessed the Temple's homepage, leaving a comment in the thread used for dialogue with Jordan.

    I inquired about how many years ago the lands of the former Kairoth Kingdom, where Viceta Castle stood, were lost.

    After a short wait, a reply arrived from Jordan.

    - Jordan Rodiel: It was four years ago in the summer. I recall the tide of battle turning sharply against us within weeks, pushing back to Hogmedia.

    Hogmedia, a castle about a month's journey southeast of Viceta.

    In the last two years, the northern regions had managed to reclaim the front lines from Hogmedia to Viceta.

    Seeing an answer consistent with what I knew, the oddity of this massive refuge became even more prominent.

    I thanked Jordan and rose to my feet.

    "Why the stiff face? You look intimidating."

    Nearby, Yang Taeho cautiously prodded my arm and spoke.

    I let out a light sigh and responded.

    "It bothers me."

    "Why's that?"

    "It's strange to find such a place here."

    "Hm?"

    Leaving the puzzled Yang Taeho behind, I exited the room.

    Continuing to tread along the tunnel shrouded in darkness, I observed the surrounding areas.

    Through this, I became certain.

    "This space was methodically designed."

    When constructing a new city, you divide areas, set the purpose for each space, and then commence construction.

    This space followed exactly such a procedure.

    Living quarters, furnished with blankets, clothing, and dining utensils.

    A storage space stocked with rotted grains and jerky for provisions.

    An armory with rusted implements orderly arranged and animal cages possibly used for containment.

    Every area was systematically divided.

    "The more I think about it, the weirder it gets..."

    The Kairoth Kingdom, like Ferrell, followed a similar decline.

    After the collapse of the royal regime, the survivors organized into a resistance.

    However, the two nations did not mirror each other completely.

    "Ferrell had many survivors."

    That's because the royals led by example, commanding forces to hold the front lines.

    Although the dynasty perished, historical records noted that about 80% of the populace survived.

    Perhaps due to such stories, the loyalty of the people towards the old Ferrell dynasty was notably high.

    When royal artifacts emerged from corrupted areas, they would be reverently collected and preserved.

    Even the mercenary guild, notorious for its avarice towards money, wasn't an exception.

    If anything, they were the ones bringing in the most artifacts.

    Mercenary groups traversed the most corrupted areas.

    I heard there was even an instance where they recovered the crown prince's remains to enshrine them in a temple.

    Those associated with Ferrell yearned for the remnants and glory of the vanished royal family.

    "In contrast, the Kairoth Kingdom is renowned for its poor initial response to monster attacks."

    Most of the royals and nobles used the populace as meat shields, fleeing to the Atar Empire while they were devoured.

    This meant that a large number of remains were found in the northern corrupted areas.

    Over the past few days, while exploring corrupted areas untouched by human foot for a long time, I felt a bit despondent.

    Remains of families clutching onto their meticulously collected wealth even in the face of death.

    Unattended carts, laden with pottery and art, left abandoned.

    Chests full of jewels, not essentials like food necessary for survival, found beside the remains.

    "People are the same everywhere, they say."

    Observing such things gave insight into the persistent greed of man, haunting them even in the face of imminent death.

    "I'm hardly in a position to mock their lifestyle."

    There wasn't much difference between the deceased Biharis in the past and myself.

    I was also cheering and despairing over each loot at the start.

    Hence, I didn't intend to argue the rights and wrongs behind wealth.

    The current scenario simply troubled me due to its incomprehensibility, while only adding more worries to my thoughts.

    "The Kairoth Kingdom had such evacuation facilities?"

    At a glance, its scale was large enough to accommodate a significant number of people.

    "If the space allocation is done well, 10,000 to 20,000 could possibly live here."

    If the elites fled after abandoning the populace, who constructed this?
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    'This isn't a place that could be crafted overnight.'

    It was astounding that such a large facility had been built without other nations knowing about it.

    It was hard to understand why the establishment had escaped to the Empire of Atar despite having such a space, accepting the disgrace associated with it.

    The situation was getting increasingly tangled in my mind, naturally wrinkling my brow.

    "What do you mean by 'strange' exactly?"

    To organize my thoughts a bit, I shared what I knew with Yang Taeho.

    "Heh? Where did you hear that kind of story?"

    "Rather than hearing it, I read it."

    When I rummaged through history books in my spare time, Rashar and Jordan selectively picked the materials for me.

    They even brought records preserved in the temple headquarters.

    Thanks to this, I was well aware of the major events that unfolded following the monster appearances in Bihar, organized chronologically.

    I reflected to see if there were any parts I had missed in the puddle of information.

    Of course, even while pondering, the task of killing the evolved species in the facility and destroying the messeo continued.

    Fortunately, I was able to formulate a few conjectures during that process.

    'The king of Kairoth wasn't that trustworthy of a ruler.'

    He indulged in tyranny and luxury, and possessed a cruel temperament.

    Besides his hotheaded nature, he detested being ignored, leading to frequent conflicts with other nations.

    However, not all the subjects under the tyrant shared the same characteristics.

    'At least they must have split into two.'

    The faction flattering the king and the opposing faction.

    'What if the latter group came together to invest?'

    Building such facilities wouldn't have been impossible.

    They too would have been the establishment with wealth and power.

    If they were those discontented with the king, it's understandable why they kept the bunker construction a secret.

    I pondered and speculated back and forth between deduction and imagination, drawing out a few scenarios.

    As a result, I had to confront another question.

    'Why did such a large-scale facility collapse?'

    While wandering the underground facility, I did not discover any signs of life.

    This indicated that there were no survivors in this place.

    Could a location meticulously constructed by someone fall apart so futilely in just 4 years?

    Even though they had decayed, the quantity of grains left in the warehouse wasn't small.

    'They had a long-term plan to endure for at least several years.'

    Yet why were there no survivors now?

    "Ah......"

    Whether fortunate or unfortunate, I learned the answer not long after.

    I found a split corpse and lowered my stance.

    'The armor tear locations seem to match.'

    It meant that it wasn't the upper and lower bodies of two different people, but one person's upper and lower body.

    Something had cleaved this person in two.

    I groped along the wall beyond the remains.

    'Four scratches with almost even spacing.'

    Like a trident or claws, marks scratched by something maintaining a steady distance.

    The deep marks as though gouged from tofu, the split corpse, and even the sword lodged into the wall.

    From the hints laid this bare, the episode that unfolded here painted itself vividly.

    'It's not a Volpo.'

    The evolved species of Volpo couldn't exhibit such power.

    'If assuming these marks to be from claws, the numbers don't add up.'

    Volpo has only three claws.

    The catastrophe here has no relation to the evolved species of Volpo.

    Then I should weave in an entirely different variable.

    'Another monster.'

    Immediately after conjuring up the short term, I fired up the loosened tension.

    Hence, my gaze on the map became a bit sharper.

    'The numbers are small.'

    There weren't as many black dots drifting on the map entirely carpeted in gray without any marked paths or terrain.

    The number of Volpo had certainly decreased due to sustained hunting.

    According to the mission information, there were two Messeo left.

    Based solely on the information in my grasp, it wasn't a particularly dangerous situation.

    'But there's no harm in being cautious.'

    Estimating the sizes of the scratches on the wall, the interval was roughly twice that of my hand.

    'Assuming these are nails, the size could be around 3 to 4 meters.......'

    The tunnel was vast enough that maneuvering wouldn't be challenging with a size of that magnitude.

    There could be a significant anomaly with the hand or foot size, so let's presume a bulk of at least 1 to 2 meters.

    'From just these traces, it could be an evolved species of at least 3 to 4-star.'

    Imagining a fictional monster in my head, I remarked, wielding my spear.

    "From now I'll assume a dangerous battle and proceed."

    Yang Taeho, silently observing my actions, restored his shield and checked his auxiliary weapons without any objection.

    About 5 minutes after we began moving again?

    We arrived at a passage with particularly many remains piled up.

    'This's almost like a graveyard here.......'

    Even just from scanning with my eyes, it seemed to be around 30 to 40 corpses.

    What's interesting was that there were more remains clad in weapons or armor than those wearing plain clothing.

    Of course, both types had ultimately died, which was the same.

    Exposed bone joints of the remains, protruding haphazardly, were covered in cobwebs and dust.

    Yet incredibly, their presence couldn't be concealed.

    Every time I took a step, the shadow swaying with the light from the torch appeared exceptionally large.

    It differed from a shadow produced by ordinary structures.

    In common shadows, there were countless hues, but this was just pure shadow devoid of color.

    It's sarcastic to say, but it felt like proclaiming that these were human remains.

    For mere shadows, why did they feel so macabre and eerie?

    "Tsk."

    I intentionally clicked my tongue as if to dispel discomfort while maneuvering through the remains.

    There was a mark not too far away that snagged my attention.

    Drawing nearer unveiled something obscured by other remains.

    'Four black stars.'

    The remains of an evolved species from a 4-star corrupted area.

    I lifted its bones to confirm the hands and feet.

    Arms long enough to drag on the ground and the four fingers of consistent length.

    'Width is similar.'

    So this guy was behind the scratch found earlier.

    In the vicinity, there were three remains of 4-star evolved species while human remains were in the dozens.

    Marks of fierce battle lingered before a half-collapsed iron door.

    'Looks like they were guarding something.'

    What could be in there?

    What were those people trying to protect before they died?

    Filled with questions, I carefully approached the half-collapsed door.

    Although there weren't monsters reflected on the map, I didn't relax my guard.

    The data reflected on the map is based on my Mana Detection magic.

    'Detection level is 3.'

    Having undergone consecutive training, my proficiency increased by one level, making the detection range a whopping 1km.

    With an expanded range, the volume of accessible information grew accordingly.

    However, that didn't mean Mana Detection was foolproof.

    Casting mana within a core could inevitably evade detection magic anytime.

    Other methods to dodge detection magic exist, like using Invisibility magics.

    Gripping the spear more firmly, I advanced past the dangling iron door.

    As I extended the torch to secure visibility, a shiver involuntarily ran down my spine.

    Contrary to the watchful eyes, there was no danger awaiting.

    "Phew!"

    Instead, there lay a collection of treasures so overwhelming that it left Yang Taeho, who followed me in, gaping.

    Gold and jewels that remained hidden in darkness revealed their luster under the torchlight.

    It seemed a desperate attempt to lure humans attracted to light.

    I guess the substantial sum indicated by the recommended mission stemmed from these.

    '2.7 billion.......'

    Despite being aware of the approximate scale of the loot.

    Seeing it with my own eyes made me instinctively gulp dryly at its sheer volume.

    'I planned to survey post-destruction of the messeo.'

    To come across it without a thorough search, should I call this fortune?

    Despite witnessing the horrors outside, my mind wasn't exactly at ease.

    'Money isn't guilty.'

    There was no reason for me not to claim it.

    After all, the time I invested in coming here was precisely to seize that money.

    'But just to be sure.'

    Having heard ample cautionary tales from Ahel about trap magic, to the point my ears were sore.

    I took out a magic stone, purchased from the store, and shattered it.

    A blue mist resonated from the magic stone, dispersed in a circular radius, then disappeared.

    It's a magic designed to locate fixed mana arrays within a certain range.

    'No traps detected.'

    If there had been a solidified mana array in the vicinity, the blue mist would have converged around it.

    Since no such phenomenon occurred, it meant that this location was devoid of magic-induced hazards.

    Without any further delay, I grabbed the sack lying at foot and spoke.

    "Let's collect and go."

    Behind me echoed the sound of Yang Taeho swallowing nervously, his breath appearing somewhat disrupted from usual.

    Yet instead of looking back, I picked up a sandbag on the ground, layered with dust.

    Along with it came an arm merely up to the elbow—devoid of all but bones, hence more accurately called a skull rather than an arm.

    Caught in the sight of that, seemingly about to fall into deep contemplation, I forcefully moved myself.

    Despite a slightly worn-out condition, the sack I picked seemed adequate for holding small items like coins.

    With each gold coin and piece of jewelry I tossed into the sack, jingling sounds brought forth a pleasant sensation.

    Hearing that sound, my expression naturally softened.

    In strict financial weight, Vellego's vault held far greater sums.

    But of course, money is good when more.

    With a light and almost breezy gesture, I gathered the loot.

    "Uh, what was it, you know."

    Abruptly, Yang Taeho initiated a conversation.

    "Wouldn't it be better to ask for help moving them?"

    Wondering over his words, I glanced back.

    "There are limits, you know. I have space, so...... maybe I could help put some."

    "......."

    "Don't look at me like that, it's not that I'm being greedy. I sincerely mean to help......"

    Yang Taeho stammered awkwardly, anxious to spill his words.

    Seeing I simply regarded him silently for a moment, he appeared to have misunderstood.

    To clear up his misunderstanding, I responded lightly.

    "It's fine. I bought an expansion pack."

    "...... Expansion pack? What's that?"

    It was a reward awarded when clearing the first recommended mission post the server connection.

    'The title Tomb Raider.'

    Attached to it, the effect allows increasing the inventory's weight limit by the amount of mana invested.

    Increasing 1kg in weight requires 10,000 mana.

    Honestly, calling that price cheap would be a mistake.

    '10,000 mana isn't just some dog's name.'

    It's the equivalent of killing about 5 to 600 Sebolphos to accumulate that much mana.

    Given some of the mana is collected as order points, I would actually need to hunt even more.

    Saying it wasn't regrettable would be false, but the investment bore value.

    Post acquiring full set equipment, the spare room in my inventory was always lacking.

    Thus, over recent months, I steadily started allocating some absorbed mana into my inventory.

    Moreover, now, dressed in full gear, ample space existed.

    Hence, moving these wasn't problematic.

    Even had there been an issue, I wouldn't have borrowed Yang Taeho's inventory.

    His inventory had something in mind designated to be placed separately after all.

    "I'll handle my share, so go ahead and store your portion in the vacant area."

    "...... Really?"

    An almost dumbfounded reflex drew a slight chuckle from me while I gestured towards the remaining heap of loot.

    "Don't you remember? 30%."

    Yang Taeho's face flushed crimson like a sudden surge in blood pressure.

    Despite the abrupt change worrying enough to raise health concerns, Yang Taeho didn't face any issues due to blood pressure.

    No issues arose; if anything, he briskly began securing the loot faster and more accurately than ever.

    Truth be told, parting with it stung slightly.

    'But a word once spoken must be kept.'

    As Yang Taeho secured his share, I concentrated on mine once again.

    Simultaneously ensuring I didn't let my guard down, I cast surreptitious glances at the map.
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    All my efforts felt futile, as nothing happened until we gathered all the loot.

    That silence seemed to disconnect the horrors of the past from my current self.

    After collecting the loot, the next place we moved to was where the messeo was located.

    It wasn't long before we found the remaining Messeo and destroyed it.

    Ultimately, it took about an hour to clear the mission.

    However, even after completing our task, I didn't leave the underground tunnel.

    Instead, I continued exploring, looking around at various things.

    Yang Taeho followed me diligently without a word of complaint.

    Thanks to him, we were able to witness yet another horror.

    The only difference from what we had seen before was perhaps the size of the remains?

    "What in the world, could it be kids?"

    "It... seems like it."

    A skull the size of half of my head, limbs that hadn't fully grown, and small clothes.

    Tattered dolls and crudely drawn pictures on wooden boards scattered around indicated this was a place intended for children.

    "A kindergarten, perhaps?"

    Silently observing the scene, unsettling and disquieting emotions churned within me.

    Apparently, I wasn't the only one feeling this way, as Yang Taeho muttered in exasperation.

    "Huh... was this place abandoned?"

    "Probably."

    "This is insane."

    "Well, it was probably deemed less important."

    Unlike the vault room where the loot was, there weren't any severe traces of battle here.

    Not that there could've been any intense battles in the first place; there were too few elements to call it a battle scene.

    One corpse of a four-star evolved creature.

    A spear embedded in the wall, piercing through its abdomen.

    Another collapsed corpse in front of it.

    A diamond-shaped shield clutched in its grip.

    These were all the elements that could be connected to a battle.

    I carefully examined the corpse lying on the ground.

    The skull shape was somewhat similar to a human's.

    Though it was dented, the corpse was wearing armor and other equipment.

    "Whew."

    Though I wasn't particularly curious, a rough picture was starting to form in my mind.

    A group of shadows, dozens of them, rushing towards the vault after realizing the attack.

    And a lone figure running towards this place.

    Isn't it a scene that naturally draws a sigh?

    "I understand, however."

    Giving up the bunker and evacuating because of an intruder means that the safe area where they could stay disappeared.

    Wouldn't there need to be a foundation present to discuss what's next?

    When someone takes care of others' lives, another person securing financial resources for the future isn't strange.

    I would've thought that way as well.

    "It's only natural for humans to be selfish."

    My mind understood that fact clearly.

    Yet a part of me still felt uncomfortable.

    "I didn't want to see such blatant disparities."

    I tried hard to shake off the unpleasant feelings as I stood up.

    There wasn't anything special to examine here, as it was a space for children.

    I didn't want to stay in such a disquieting space any longer.

    I was about to explore other sectors.

    But my steps stopped before I could take even ten paces.

    "Tsk."

    And in the end, I found myself turning back.

    Leaving now would have left today's events lingering in my mind for a long time.

    "Better to clear my curiosities and leave."

    I didn't intend to debate right and wrong from the actions of the already dead.

    However, some deaths deserved to be commemorated with personal time and emotion.

    From my perspective, the deaths remaining in front of the vault didn't hold significant value worth revisiting.

    The fact they wore armor implied that they were a combat force.

    Despite that, they ran towards treasure, not towards where the people were.

    They must have made the choice to secure their own survival after leaving the bunker.

    "Choosing for oneself means they should bear the responsibility for consequence left behind."

    Contrarily, the deaths left here were different.

    I kept looking back.

    When faced with the same situation, I incessantly questioned what choice I would make.

    "Would I have run here to secure the children's future?"

    Not having the confidence to nod my head willingly made these deaths feel heavier to me.

    In the end, unable to leave and held in place, I began organizing the remains.

    "What... are you doing?"

    Yang Taeho was about to question me, but stopped himself.

    And soon, as if understanding what I intended to do, he began to help.

    Before long, I started gathering stones from nearby walls to create a stone grave.

    "I don't know whether an afterlife really exists."

    But isn't having a grave better than not?

    For ages on Earth, many cultures have existed where the dead were buried.

    It's a culture developed to protect the living from decayed bodies, but...

    To me, separating death and graves felt unnatural.

    Hence, I felt compelled to create a grave.

    Together, Yang Taeho and I covered each child's remains, cloaked in dust and cobwebs, with stones.

    The work did not take long.

    After building the stone grave, we disposed of the bothersome corpse of the evolved creature outside the room.

    To do so, we had to pull out the spear lodged in the creature's abdomen, though the weapon wasn't in great shape.

    "This is a scrap."

    Although it could be melted down and used as material for equipment repairs...

    I felt uneasy about taking what was essentially a keepsake.

    I took the dented shield and placed it in front of the stone grave, too.

    And then, there was something that stood between me and the crude, simple stone grave.

    HIDDEN MISSION

    「Kerak's Sigh」

    Console the spirit of Kerak, who perished failing to protect the weak.

    「Reward」

    - Equipment imbued with Kerak's Sigh

    「Congratulations! You have successfully completed the HIDDEN MISSION - Kerak's Sigh.

    「As a reward, you will receive an item imbued with Kerak's Sigh.」

    「Kerak's spirit will now inhabit one of the keepsakes.」

    Before I could fully read the Hidden Mission window that appeared after a long time, a golden shimmer emanated from the stone grave in front of me.

    The light seeped into the neatly placed spear and shield, then vanished.

    Once I regained my composure, I noticed the rust-covered spear was now gleaming.

    The previously shattered and dented shield was in pristine condition, devoid of any blemishes.

    Stunned by the remarkable sight, I let out a surprised breath.

    "... What on earth is this?"

    For a moment, I wondered if I had spoken my thoughts aloud, but it wasn't the case.

    Glancing to my side, Yang Taeho was staring blankly at the empty air in front of him.

    It seemed that the same message had appeared for him as well.

    After a moment, Yang Taeho turned his creaky head towards me and asked.

    "Did you also get a Hidden Mission?"

    "Yes."

    Of course. We built the stone grave together, after all.

    "But aren't you surprised at all? You're too calm!"

    Well, there's nothing astonishing about a Hidden Mission appearing.

    "I'm not sure what a spirit is, but..."

    I doubted it was something that would cause me harm if carried away.

    I had this confidence because the system was designed to support the player's growth.

    The very purpose of creating this game was to nurture players, so there was no reason for doubt.

    Hidden Missions, after all, offer rewards only to those who satisfy specific conditions.

    "No matter what, it'll help strengthen my power."

    Indeed, every reward I've received from Hidden Missions has been quite satisfactory.

    Even with all the hardships endured, there was never a single time I was disappointed upon receiving a reward.

    I didn't expect this time to be different.

    Regardless of my personal dislike for the system, I trusted in its purpose.

    Thus, with clear assurance, I didn't hesitate to reach for the weapons laid out in front of the grave.

    The first one I grabbed was naturally the spear I used as my main weapon.

    「Spear Imbued with Kerak's Sigh」

    - Category: Relic

    - Acquisition Difficulty: Unique

    - Grade: ★★★★★

    - Bound to: K

    - Description: A reward given to those who consoled Kerak's spirit. Observed by the eyes of the Seven Gods, who witnessed Kerak unable to close his eyes until his last breath due to the guilt of not protecting the weak, it holds special powers. Kerak will aid the players who consoled him when faced with similar situations.

    - Effect: Recognition of Kerak (Inactive)

    *Only the bound player may use this item.*

    "Whew."

    Sighing because of the system was not unfamiliar to me.

    "Just when I thought it was working well, it pulls this trick again."

    The explanation was woefully inadequate. Shouldn't it clearly state how it helps?

    Is it a buff, an enhancement in the weapon's power, or some other effect?

    Only if such effects were explicitly marked with figures could they be deemed explanations, don't you think?

    "No matter how much you fix and repair it, it still shows its shabby side."

    Though I clicked my tongue, I still fidgeted with the spear.

    "A unique-grade item, huh?"

    And a five-star weapon, at that.

    Neither did the impromptu revelation of the Hidden Mission nor the equipment leave any questions.

    While alternating glances between the stone grave and the spear, I reflected on the contents of the Hidden Mission that appeared at an unexpected moment.

    "Consolation and spirit..."

    Though banal, those words were surprisingly rich in information.

    For instance, the attitude I should embody while engaging with this game.

    "The system created this game."

    However, the Seven Gods funded it.

    "Their objectives don't perfectly align."

    The system's purpose was to nurture players in preparation for Earth's invasion.

    It seemed it also wished to conclude the war in Bihar before Earth's humanity was deeply entangled in this matter, if possible.

    On the other hand, Bihar's Gods?

    "The salvation of believers."

    This game was crafted to satisfy the distinct purposes of the developers and investors.

    Realizing this, the optimal way to engage with this game to garner more rewards became apparent.

    I looked over the new spear in my hand.

    Up until a moment ago, it had been rusted and damaged, drawing no particular attention, but now...

    "It looks completely new."

    The spear imbued with Kerak's spirit had a sleek spearhead design, different from the cross-shaped spear I was currently using.

    And the engravings on its blade looked quite sophisticated.

    "It looks usable."

    Though unimpressed by the system's scant explanations, acquiring a new weapon was a pleasant affair.

    Besides, Shamel had incessantly nagged at the cross spear I used.

    She always complained about how someone with no foundational skills wielded a flashy weapon, criticizing me relentlessly.

    Given its sleek design, tailored for basic thrusting, it would surely silence Shamel.

    Switching to a weapon with special effects attached wasn't a bad idea either.

    As I continued examining the spear with satisfied nods, I caught a noise next to me.

    "Gasp!"

    A sound akin to a sharp inhale followed, emerging from Yang Taeho's direction.

    He was inspecting the shield with hands trembling.

    Come to think of it, the golden light had seeped into both the spear and the shield.

    "Are they two so we won't argue over them?"

    If there had been three of us constructing the grave, would three rewards have emerged?

    Curiosity flared briefly, but I didn't dwell on it.

    What point was there in contemplating bygone things?

    We were fortunate enough to each acquire matching equipment, and that sufficed, didn't it?

    Claimed to be bound items, Yang Taeho's was rightfully his.

    No sense in being curious beyond that point.

    "Let's move on."

    Having achieved the purpose of returning to this room, it was time to make another move.

    I led Yang Taeho, who seemed unable to take his eyes off the shield, and resumed our underground exploration.

    That led us to a place with a massive iron gate.

    "What's wrong now? Does something feel off?"

    Yang Taeho cautiously approached me, noticing I wasn't easing into motion easily.

    "Well... Let's take a look."

    The iron gate, wide open to both sides, was about 5 meters in height.

    It was evidently the entrance to this space, wasn't it?
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    'If one were to compare it to a castle, it was like a gate.'

    Beyond the iron door, there were four paths stretching out in different directions. All paths led to stairs that ascended upward.

    Of the four, three had collapsed, and the remaining one was connected through a tight gap between rocks.

    The entrance was hidden in a way that it couldn't be easily seen from outside. This gave me the assurance that the place was similar to a bunker, serving as a shelter.

    After checking all the paths leading outside, instead of going out, I returned to the iron door.

    In most cases, the entrance to a specific space bears symbolic significance, just like the lobby of a hotel, the main gate of a palace, or the information desk of a major administrative building.

    The entrance sets the first impression of the space, which is why they are often endowed with some kind of meaning regardless of the culture or era.

    'I don't think it's any different here.'

    As expected, when I closed the giant door with my own hands, I saw a huge flower revealed.

    Half of it was on the left door, and the other half on the right door. The carved flower on the iron door was quite magnificent.

    'It's not a rose...'

    I was not very familiar with plants, so I couldn't name the flower. The only flowers I could recognize were roses or sunflowers.

    I took out my notebook that I always carried and started sketching the unfamiliar flower emblem.

    While I wasn't particularly good at drawing, capturing its features was enough to convey the meaning to others.

    'I'll have to show it to Jordan later.'

    Through him, I would be able to find out what the emblem meant or whose it was. After staring at the strange emblem for a while, I opened the iron door again.

    There was no need to block the space which might become a retreat option since what dangers might be lurking inside were unknown.

    I spent almost three hours exploring the bunker that day. Thanks to that, I could draft a simple map of the place.

    'This looks good to use as an advance base.'

    It would be suitable as a supply storage or a gathering point exclusively for Palao.

    Currently, only Yang Taeho and I knew about this place, making it ideal for Palao to claim.

    'It wouldn't be hard to ensure Yang Taeho keeps quiet.'

    If I established a base for Palao, it would certainly simplify things. However, it was not for me to decide alone, so I planned to discuss the use of this space with Jordan.

    After critically assessing the map I had filled in my notebook, I returned to the iron door.

    "Why are we back here?"

    "With an exit like this, there's no need to dig our way out again."

    "Right, you're heading out? Have you seen everything to your satisfaction?"

    "Yes, for now."

    When I stepped outside, the sun had already set. I confirmed the location on the map, which I had organized before entering the ground tunnel where Volpo resided.

    "So, are we heading to the advance base then?"

    Yang Taeho, who had also squeezed through the narrow rock gap, asked, checking the darkening sky.

    "Yes, our business here is finished."

    On the way, I had already cleared most of the messeo. Almost no monsters remained.

    Unless a new Messeo formed and monsters gathered again, the area would remain safe for a while.

    Without battle, and if we only focused on running, we would reach the advance base by early morning.

    "Let's hurry back! I want to soak in warm water soon."

    This time, I nodded without a second word. Camping wasn't particularly enjoyable for me either.

    'I've earned a considerable amount of mana too.'

    Having absorbed over 40,000 mana during this excursion meant that my trip was worth the effort.

    It was time to head back to the advance base, or we'd delay our next schedule. After minimizing the map and confirming the direction, I spoke.

    "It's this way."

    Yang Taeho didn't question how I could determine direction when not even the sun was out.

    Instead, he simply moved his feet in the direction I indicated. This confirmed that his actions were not based solely on curiosity.

    'That's not a bad thing.'

    It would be uncomfortable if someone were highly skilled but always nosy. However, Yang Taeho was not like that.

    Despite several odd occurrences, he never fixated on his doubts. Even when I hid things related to the Damned System, he went along without prying.

    My slightly tilting heart fully drifted towards him.

    "So, what do you plan to do after returning?"

    As the hunt was over, I decided to broach the subject tentatively.

    "Hmm?"

    "Are you going to continue with those people from before?"

    It was a light probe into Yang Taeho's intentions.

    "Why do you ask me that?"

    Yang Taeho shook his head firmly.

    "Even if they were to beg, I wouldn't stick back with those guys."

    He added that if he had known how sneaky they were, he wouldn't have gone out hunting with them in the first place. It wasn't difficult to approach Yang Taeho.

    "Then why not join my party? We need a tank, so..."

    Yang Taeho stopped in his tracks, visibly surprised by my recruitment proposal. Initially, this wasn't my plan.

    My intent was to ensure some security while accompanying him. But as we spent more time together, my thoughts began to change.

    I started contemplating whether it would be worth officially recruiting him into my party. Thus, I meticulously analyzed Yang Taeho's capabilities.

    'To be objective, the party's battle involving Yang Taeho was chaotic.'

    The fact that monsters managed to infiltrate their formation said enough. But that was not the fault of the tank.

    The time he spent holding off the monsters up front was sufficient.

    The chaos in the party's hunting pace resulted from the dealers being too slow to handle the monsters that reached behind the tank.

    'In other words, he managed to hold on that much despite having below-average dealers on his team.'

    This meant he stood his ground and protected the frontline in silence, even when the dealers behind him failed their duties. His response to the evolved species I had brought also demonstrated his skill.

    Yang Taeho chose to raise his shield and defend the formation rather than retreat. It was an excellent decision from a tank's perspective.

    'Tankers aren't members who directly participate in the hunt.'

    They ensure that parties can continue hunting. This becomes obvious if one looks at the role of a shield bearer, which is akin to tanks.

    Obviously, one might think it should be that way, yet unfortunately, many tankers are not like that.

    'Most are just clumsy guys waving shields around mindlessly.'

    It's common to witness the incompetence of tanks compared to other positions, as this role needs to be approached from a different perspective than simply wielding weapons to kill monsters like dealers do.

    But many fail to grasp this, wielding their shields carelessly against monsters, thus showing their inadequacy.

    About eight out of ten tanks I encountered in the corrupted area fell into the category of clueless figures wielding shields without understanding their role.

    Although it might sound harsh, it was my honest evaluation of most tanks I'd seen. But Yang Taeho was well-grounded in the basics.

    If I was to pick a flaw, perhaps his tendency to be overly emotional?

    'I suspected it from when he offered the potion.'

    Despite being tangled in this crazy game, Yang Taeho hadn't lost his goodwill.

    'It's honestly incredible.'

    Here, one could kill fellow players without repercussions. After learning such a method even once, repeated occurrences usually become easier.

    'Sliding into cruelty never regresses.'

    Once someone starts taking steps down that path, it doesn't take long to devolve into a soulless monster.

    There are consistently those caught focusing solely on PK, and their codenames are shared among survivors.

    That's why I wanted to see Yang Taeho's kind nature as an asset rather than a flaw.

    It takes conviction and a strong will to maintain moral standards regardless of the situation.

    'If he seems swayed by pity, I can keep a tighter grip or gently cut ties.'

    This led me to lean much towards recruiting him. Though there weren't any astonishingly standout traits, he exceeded average expectations in all areas.

    'It's harder to find such people compared to talented individuals in one area.'

    A tank like Yang Taeho would be a great fit in my party. I had already been contemplating forming a party anyway.

    'The high-level corrupted area will be revealed soon.'

    Although not publicly announced yet, it was decided during a meeting of the 7 Great Orders' leadership.

    I knew this because Rashar had hinted me about it. Advancing into the high-level corrupted area was inevitable.

    The challenging 3 and 4-star corrupted areas were exponentially more perilous than the 1 and 2-star ones.

    Escorting Holy Knights across and experiencing things myself made it clear to me; clearing them alone was not feasible.

    'An artificially amassed stronghold of monster gathering.'

    It felt strategically crucial for advancing into the Demi-human land.

    That's why I considered forming a party, and finding a promising tank candidate seemed like a golden opportunity.

    Hesitating now would be foolish. I've made my offer, and the rest is up to Yang Taeho's answer.

    "Why me? We've just met; how can you think of taking me along?"

    After a long silence, Yang Taeho finally spoke.

    "I don't understand why a player like you would want to recruit me. Why me, of all people?"

    Yang Taeho's question was earnest, so I stated the truth plainly. There was no reason to lie, nor could I begin a team's journey under false pretenses.

    Feeling uneasy about the excessively positive words from me?

    "Still, surely there must be shortcomings... my mana is lacking, among other things..."

    Yang Taeho mentioned his weaknesses first.

    "There must be many areas where I fall short compared to you, like the history of this place... I only simply thought about making some money..."

    "I can't say there are no shortcomings... but honestly, they're not a big issue."

    "Why is that?"

    "Because I can cover those lacking aspects."

    Without any hesitation, the words flowed out, leaving Yang Taeho with a dazed expression. Meanwhile, my demeanor remained steady.

    I merely stated the facts. Take the mana discrepancy for instance, mentioned by Yang Taeho.

    His attribute mana was significantly insufficient to keep up with my hunting pace.

    There were instances where the hunting had to pause because Yang Taeho ran out of mana and needed to rest.

    But that was really not a significant issue.

    'It'll take, at most, five days on average.'

    If we set a time and seamlessly complete corrupted area missions, replenishment will be quick.

    I had already laid out plans to elevate him to a level similar to mine. Hence, the proposal was made. Ultimately, if Yang Taeho agreed, everything would be settled.

    "What do you think?"

    I prompted him for a quicker response, to which Yang Taeho suddenly burst into laughter.

    "Ha ha ha ha!"

    Immediately after, he patted my shoulder repeatedly.

    "Your confidence is through the roof, huh!"

    After a hearty laugh, Yang Taeho extended his hand towards me with an assertive gesture.

    "I liked what I heard! If you're fine with it, I see no reason to refuse. Let's join forces!"

    Just before shaking his hand, I added one condition.

    "However, there's a condition."

    "Hmm? What is it?"

    "The party composition is entirely my jurisdiction."

    "Hmm?"

    "Even if you personally don't like someone, once I accept them as a party member, that's the end of it."

    Personal connections or getting along on a friendly level won't be imposed.

    But inciting discord over personal likes or dislikes won't be tolerated. It was something I felt necessary to clarify.

    Luckily, Yang Taeho showed no signs of resistance.

    "If I trust your skill, I can trust your judgment as well."

    Finally, I clasped Yang Taeho's hand with a triumphant attitude.

    "You won't regret this."

    Regret was not even an option.

    「Contacting with Gamma. Detecting corrupted mana.」

    「Would you like to purify Gamma's corrupted mana? (Y/N)」

    No sooner had I pressed the Yes button displayed before my eyes than Yang Taeho's eyes widened to the point they looked ready to burst.

    'Indeed, there's no room for regret.'

    Being part of Alpha's party, where self-purification was possible, the concept of regret was non-existent.
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    It seemed that a slightly different message had appeared for Yang Taeho compared to mine.

    「Contact with Alpha.」

    「Alpha is purifying the corrupted mana.」

    It was only natural for him to be surprised.

    Being able to purify corrupted mana without using purification pills was something he probably had never heard of.

    Even I had not expected it until the level of my purification trait increased.

    'I didn't realize that the difference between non-growing and growing types would be here.'

    It was because of this trait that I started to think seriously about forming a party.

    Of course, just because the level increased didn't mean that the purification trait was a cure-all.

    「Purification (lv.2 - 38.79%)」

    • Category: Trait (Reward)

    • Description: A privilege granted to players with excellent performance, allowing purification of corrupted mana independently without the help of purification pills. The area that can be purified expands as the level increases.

    • Effect lv.2: Capable of purifying another's corrupted mana only through physical contact.

    At level 2, I had to maintain contact with the player I intended to purify.

    I frowned slightly as I purified Yang Taeho's corrupted mana.

    'Purification pills really are inefficient as hell.'

    Corrupted mana that a 100-mana purification pill can purify ranged from 100 to 150.

    Players without the purification trait found it difficult to eliminate chaos levels entirely with just purification pills.

    When mana was used to purchase purification pills, the level of purified mana decreased, raising the chaos level.

    Even if the chaos level was reduced with further purification, the same thing happened the next time purification pills were purchased.

    'Only purified mana can be used at the shop.'

    While the magnitude of mana each player possessed varied and the efficiency of purification depended on their mana manipulation skills.

    Fundamentally, the way Gammas managed their chaos level was more vicious cycle than virtuous cycle.

    'There are so many other things to buy with mana besides purification pills.'

    Hence, most Gamma-ranked players tended to maintain their chaos level at a moderate level instead of reducing it to zero at once.

    Using too much mana on purification pills would leave them lagging behind.

    This inefficient training process was likely why players were divided into Alpha, Beta, and Gamma ranks.

    'Providing the purification trait to everyone would be difficult, so they focus intense support on those who make their mark.'

    The system had given Alphas the power to nurture other players.

    Perhaps it was due to the causality that the system had mentioned.

    'The more autonomy given to players, the less burden there seems to be on causality.'

    While purifying Yang Taeho's corrupted mana, I pondered over the structure of this system.

    After some silence, Yang Taeho steadied himself and spoke in a slightly excited voice.

    "It seems we won't be bored hanging around with you, huh?"

    Given how surprising everything was with me, even getting tired of being surprised was something, he confessed with a smile before taking a deep breath.

    "Wow, my body feels like it's going to fly since the chaos is lower."

    Yang Taeho may have been able to endure corrupted mana better, but he was certainly not free from its influence.

    "It will take some time to purify everything."

    "Do I have to keep holding on then?"

    "Just any part of your body needs to touch mine."

    I was already purifying players affiliated with Palao.

    Thus, I had already confirmed the minimum condition necessary for purification.

    'It's ridiculous to keep standing here like this.'

    I glanced once more at the dark sky before extending my left arm to Yang Taeho.

    Yang Taeho grabbed my wrist, and we resumed moving in that position.

    "You really never know what life has in store, huh?"

    Was he excited because the chaos level was decreasing in real-time?

    "I never thought I'd be glad to hold onto another man!"

    Yang Taeho continued to talk in an excited voice.

    Given his mood, there didn't seem to be any need to dampen it, so I decided to go along.

    "I never thought there would be a day when I'd walk holding onto another guy."

    "Haha, good thing there's no one around to see us? Imagine if someone saw," he joked, laughing off the misunderstanding.

    Having traveled together for a while, it was clear Yang Taeho had a sincerely good-natured demeanor.

    He seemed to live believing that goodness begets goodness.

    'His chaos limit being 70 is quite telling in that regard.'

    On one hand, it was benevolent, but on the other, it might seem like a tendency to avoid conflict.

    Though likely older than me, mentally leaning on Jonghun was a different type of reliance.

    However, it wasn't a major issue.

    When making decisions about the party's course, my opinion as leader would take precedence.

    Thus, Yang Taeho's good-natured personality was a welcome trait.

    'He might serve as a brake in case I overstep.'

    Having such a person around provided a reference point to reassess my actions.

    'Nice.'

    I was pleased with the advantages Yang Taeho's addition brought.

    Just then, feeling somewhat satisfied, Yang Taeho casually asked about my background.

    "So, how old are you anyway? You look younger than me."

    Age wasn't really an issue.

    "Twenty-five."

    "You're younger than I thought. Your mouth moves the same when you speak; are you Korean?"

    "Yes."

    "I'm thirty-five this year. How about we just call it like bros, hyung, and dongsaeng?"

    "Whatever you're comfortable with. I'm not particular about those things."

    "But what's your codename? Isn't it time you told me?"

    "Oh."

    Upon his follow-up question, I abruptly halted.

    It made me realize that I had only disclosed half of my identity.

    'Guess I've gotten used to the beastfolk.'

    Recently, I frequently interacted with them.

    They didn't ask for names but sniffed for identity instead.

    Being accustomed to such interactions, I ended up asking Yang Taeho's codename without offering mine.

    But perhaps Yang Taeho thought I was keeping my name secret.

    'It's not that I'm trying to be mysterious...'

    Awkwardness struck me, prompting a quick response as I sent a party invitation to Yang Taeho.

    "It's K."

    "...... Huh? What did you say?"

    It seemed an alert for a party invitation had popped up as Yang Taeho repeated in a confused tone.

    "I said it's K..."

    Midway through my calm reply, my gaze suddenly locked onto the map.

    It was due to the appearance of a black dot at the edge of the map.

    Seeing monsters marked on the map wasn't unusual.

    'Maybe there's still one or two lurking around.'

    But the tingling sensation I felt suggested otherwise.

    The way that dot appeared on the map was peculiar.

    'It popped up spontaneously.'

    At that moment, the black dot on the map started moving in our direction.

    It rapidly closed the distance, then slowed momentarily before moving fast toward us again.

    It behaved like it leaped across the ground in large strides.

    It resembled how it appeared earlier at the map's edge.

    'There's nothing around here that moves like that.'

    There were unmistakable traces of monsters still around in the form of corpses nearby.

    Monsters and evolved breeds caught in this region were a mingling of monkeys and spiders.

    Creatures that crawled on their many limbs attached to their torso would not move like that.

    "Hmm, really? You're really K? Wow, wow, what a trivial thing!" exclaimed Yang Taeho, accepting the party invitation.

    But when he opened his mouth again in a slightly high-pitched voice, I was already tightening my grip on my spear.

    It wasn't on purpose, but it led to me unintentionally throwing Yang Taeho's hand off mine.

    He immediately noticed my change in demeanor and asked.

    "Huh? What's up now?"

    "It's coming."

    As I finished speaking, the black dot drew rapidly closer.

    I focused mana in my eyes.

    My sight extended a bit further, and amidst the trees, a faint shadow could be seen.

    Lined against the darkness, it wasn't distinct.

    But the black mass bounding swiftly, closing the gap in leaps, was substantial.

    'About three meters.'

    The first thing that came to mind was the corpse of a 4-star evolved breed I witnessed in an underground bunker.

    "Stay back."

    Perhaps a full party might have been another story.

    Yang Taeho alone wouldn't be much help in combat against a 4-star evolved breed.

    Fortunately, his mana was rock-type.

    'He should at least be able to defend himself.'

    Had he asked unnecessary questions, I might have lowered his evaluation.

    However, he immediately took up a shield and retreated.

    Following my instruction, he quickly understood that this was not his fight.

    Thanks to that, I could focus entirely on the ever-approaching evolved breed.

    Seeing four black stars above the massive beast's head stirred memories from two weeks ago.

    Around when the 7 Order leaders decided to disclose high-rank corrupted areas.

    An entry was made into a 4-star corrupted area with Palao's holy knights.

    The primary goal was to directly experience the dangers of high-rank corrupted areas.

    Additionally, it aimed to accumulate combat experience in tight situations.

    Having honed skills via Shamel, there was a need to utilize them in real combat.

    As a result, that day's verdict was that it was difficult even to fulfill my part.

    'It was full of evolved breeds after all.'

    Realistically assessing it, the number of high-tier evolved breeds I could handle alone was three.

    Fortunately, this time, there was only one.

    Even with the map fully expanded, no other black dots approached like that creature.

    So, I readily drew my spear in anticipation.

    'It'd be humiliating not to catch it, even if it's just one.'

    To probe it and ready myself for the real battle.

    Gripping the spear firmly, I stepped out with my left foot.

    At this point, Shamel's often-heard voice automatically played in my head.

    - Why's an aspiring spearman's back so stiff? The shaft and the waist should always move together, shouldn't they?

    Having mastered it to the point of natural usage, I twisted my waist to add power to the soaring spear.

    - You think just throwing it qualifies as a spear throw? To truly throw a spear, you must learn to pierce the air first.

    I coiled my fingers around the spear shaft to impart rotation for a farther, faster throw.

    Subsequently, when the stance, honed through countless practices, was perfected.

    Without hesitation, I contracted my muscles and hurled the spear in my hand.

    Swaaash-!

    A sound cut through the air.

    With 3 or 4 stars, the evolved breeds had absorbed at least five to six times more mana than regular ones.

    Skilled enough to coordinate an organized pincer attack was a given.

    With physical abilities fast enough to surpass a Bronze rank player's perception skills.

    Thus, from the outset, I threw the spear with all my might.

    Creating a sharp noise, the spear was no force to be underestimated.

    Since attaining Silver rank, I could crush marble with sheer grip strength.

    Indeed, spinning powerfully as it flew, the spear didn't stop even upon encountering obstacles.

    Smashing the edges of trees in its trajectory, it doggedly kept on its path.

    Thus, it arrived in proximity just as the evolved breed prepared another leap.

    "Damn."

    But the outcome wasn't ideal.

    The evolved breed, rapidly twisting its upper body, moved so quickly that an afterimage remained.

    The spear I threw fell harmlessly, missing its target.

    It would've been better had it wounded it beforehand.

    'Can't be helped.'

    A sense of regret arose but was swiftly cast aside.

    Facing a creature more dangerous than myself allowed no room for stray thoughts.

    Despite tossing aside my musings for barely a moment, the evolved breed's full form was now visible.
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    A head as round as a bald mountain.

    Gray, glossy skin.

    Distinctive bright red eyes.

    Upon seeing its long arms, which seemed to drag on the ground, I could be sure.

    It was the same species as the remains I saw in the bunker.

    "What level of resistance do they have?"

    From 3 to 4-star evolved species, magic did not work well on them.

    They had some resistance, it seemed.

    For reasons I did not understand, injuries inflicted by them also healed poorly.

    Recalling the battle from two weeks ago, I threw a fireball at it.

    Six fireballs flew in simultaneously from different directions, so it could not completely avoid them.

    Eventually, the fireballs engulfed the evolved species, causing it to explode.

    However, the creature walked through the flames unscathed.

    "Can't even scratch it with basic elements?"

    If it could withstand magic realized with 2nd-grade mana, its resistance was at least stage 2.

    Even before I could scowl at the unfavorable outcome, the first clash began.

    I thrust my spear to keep the creature at bay, while it wielded its long arms like whips to threaten me.

    "Hup!"

    Each of our attacks ended in futility.

    The creature bent its waist, and I leaned back to escape its range.

    However, in terms of results, I was at a disadvantage.

    "Its reach is longer than expected."

    Even though I had a spear, its attack reach was longer.

    Unlike the remains, its claws were intact, but it was not something to panic about.

    "It's not something I haven't faced before."

    The monster I encountered when first entering a Level 2 mission similarly had a long reach.

    Back then, it was a tongue; now, it was an arm.

    Having experienced this before, I wasn't shaken when I saw its arms coming for me.

    Boom.

    A heavy sound that was hard to believe came from the clash between spear and arm.

    I gritted my teeth to hold my ground and not be pushed back.

    "Damn, it's heavy."

    Its attacks were heavier than those of the creatures I faced two weeks ago, enough to bend the spear shaft.

    Even as I felt the gravity of the difficulty, it continued.

    Bang!

    The evolved species swung its arms as if trying to pin me down.

    There was no time to hide my hand or plan a tactical move.

    I immediately used attribute mana. With each clash against the creature, a blue light flashed in the forest where the snow had not yet melted.

    "Kuaaargh!"

    A scorched stench filled the air each time. The evolved species's movements slowed slightly, but not enough for me to gain the upper hand.

    "Tsk."

    Continuing like this would only waste my mana.

    To reverse the situation, I had to take the initiative instead of just defending.

    I had to first break the rhythm of the creature that was endlessly pressing.

    As soon as I blocked the evolved species's arm, I swung my spear.

    Thud!

    The spear tip rose from below, striking the evolved species's jaw.

    Then, avoiding the arm descending from the opposite side, I infused mana into the spear tip.

    "That annoying arm first!"

    The red mana that enveloped the spear tip slowly started to solidify.

    Condensation required a level of concentration higher than cohesion.

    In the blink of an eye, the mana formed into a smooth, glass-like structure.

    It was a result of rigorous training under Shamel.

    While inside the evolved species's reach, I gripped the spear short and thrust it.

    "Khurgh!"

    As I swung the spear in a circular motion, black blood sprayed as the evolved species's left arm was severed.

    A clean hit, it wounded the creature, yet I was more surprised than anyone.

    "Ghh!"

    The severed arm swelled, then turned towards me.

    Simultaneously, the intact right arm also targeted me.

    Even a single strike would mean a fractured or broken bone, leading to an injury.

    "I can't block this."

    I had no time to retrieve the spear.

    Already tipped forward, evading was not possible.

    Realizing that, I used Sense Expansion.

    Time in the thinking domain momentarily slowed, giving me time to contemplate.

    "If a barrier is used, it'll break."

    Its strength couldn't be blocked with low-level magic.

    If the magic broke and mana flowed back in this situation, it would be dangerous.

    Then what was left?

    "Spatial magic."

    Depending on its application, it could serve as a defensive magic ensuring safety.

    Knowing this, I kicked the severed arm away while drawing out Ahel's mana stored in a Mana Accumulation Tool.

    Then, I twisted the space on my left where its right arm aimed at me.

    Unless the creature's magic resistance was at stage 3, it would break, distort, or tear upon touching the twisted space.

    In any form, touching the twisted space would alter its form.

    While preparing for unforeseen circumstances, I enveloped myself with mana and drew back the spear.

    Fortunately, the skin and bones twisted bizarrely into the distorted space as I withdrew the spear.

    With the spear retrieved while constructing the magic, I intended to sever the right arm as well.

    But before I could swing the spear again, concentrated mana caused a sweet scent in the air from behind.

    Mana producing such a scent could only mean one thing.

    "Attraction!"

    While Detection might be a foundational 1st-grade magic for Rangers or Dealer classes to learn, attraction is typically positioned at the bottom of a Tanker's skill tree.

    Did the surrounding Messeo absorb the mana?

    The evolved species, as well as the general field monsters, invariably reacted to its uniquely formed mana.

    Lower-grade magic named Attraction was made to exploit that trait.

    It was a form of provocation magic to draw aggro.

    Indeed, the creature's attention, which had been focused solely on me, dispersed.

    Before its gaze could shift over my shoulder, its arm slightly lost strength.

    "Tsk."

    I intended to incapacitate both arms before slitting its throat.

    But with Yang Taeho intervening, I had no choices left.

    If I accidentally let the creature slip behind or escape, Yang Taeho might die.

    "Let's end this."

    No further thought was necessary.

    I severed the mana constructing spatial magic.

    Instead, I chose a magic achievable even with 1st-grade mana, acceleration.

    Though its regular price was 110,000 mana, with full mastery in Sense Expansion, it could be purchased at a 50% discount.

    Upon activation, this magic allowed the body to display performance beyond its physical limits momentarily.

    "Though it strains the body, and can't be sustained long."

    It provided enough opportunity to seize a momentary chance.

    Before the creature's diverted focus returned to me.

    Before its strength-drained arms resumed movement.

    "End it!"

    Pzzt, pzzt-!

    Lightning coursed through my body, congealing firmly at the spear tip.

    A strong light arose from the lightning that ceaselessly writhed as if alive.

    My body, accelerated, moved roughly three times its usual speed.

    Shhhk.

    The spear cleaved through from the nape to the chest of the evolved species accurately.

    A fatal wound from which death was inescapable by common sense.

    However, if that common sense existed in this world, the severed arm of the evolved species moments ago wouldn't have moved.

    Unsatisfied, I cleanly severed its head.

    Following that, I embedded the spear into the head rolling on the ground.

    Still unsatisfied, I launched a fireball.

    This time, fortunately, no absurd or unrealistic event occurred.

    Yet, I didn't easily relax my state of tension.

    "Phew."

    I only released my body when a burdensome amount of mana was absorbed, and a black dot disappeared from the map.

    As I relaxed, a groan escaped my lips.

    "Ugh..."

    My body tingled with the aftereffects of Acceleration.

    The reason I rarely used this magic even after purchasing it.

    Acceleration imposed considerable strain even on Silver-rank players.

    Frequent use during combat would lead to aftereffects, rendering proper movement impossible.

    It's used sparingly, mainly for dealing the final blow.

    "Wondered why a low-grade magic available with 1st-grade mana was being sold in the Silver rank tab."

    If used in the Bronze rank, muscles would have torn.

    While I groaned under the aftereffects, Yang Taeho approached carefully.

    "Are you okay?"

    Though I had not wished for Yang Taeho's interference.

    His help proved valuable, prompting me to express thanks.

    "Yes, thanks to you. Thank you for the help."

    "Ha ha, it was just dabbling from the side, but glad it helped."

    In response, Yang Taeho made a light laugh while scratching the back of his head.

    "But really, you're amazing. I couldn't even see properly. Every bang made my heart jump!"

    He continued speaking as he approached the corpse of the evolved species.

    "But where did these suddenly come from? Is there a 4-star corrupted area around here...?"

    I answered his question casually.

    "Not necessarily."

    "Huh?"

    Before a thorough explanation, I discussed each corrupted area.

    "The 1 and 2-star corrupted areas revealed to players are left unattended."

    But things change when it involves higher-level areas.

    "Because the messeo was intentionally gathered."

    Messeo gathered in one place expands the Hole, leading more mana to gather there.

    As a result, higher-level evolved species are produced there.

    "Personally, I think of it as... a factory producing evolved species?"

    3-star evolved species approached intentionally bred combat forces.

    And the combat forces thoroughly protected the messeo where they stayed, treating it like a fortress.

    "They aim to prevent the messeo from being destroyed."

    It was a clear indication of their relentless determination to produce more evolved species.

    Most 3-star marked corrupted areas fell under this category.

    When the scale reached a certain level, it got classified as 4-star.

    "At this point, creatures start roaming outside."

    Perhaps they deemed there were enough kin to guard the messeo, causing them to emerge leisurely.

    2-star evolved species did not stray far from the messeo, but those at the 4-star level had wider activity ranges.

    "Though even then, a 4-star species roaming here is unusual."

    Corrupted areas revealed to players are areas ensuring minimum safety.

    Originally areas for soldiers or mercenaries unable to manipulate mana to purify.

    Former Resistance, now the Order's troops, kept 4-star corrupted areas under surveillance.

    For several creatures, not just one, to bypass them and arrive here is realistically impossible.

    "They should have been detected."

    Both the bunker and this place were the same.

    "I don't know why a 4-star suddenly appeared..."

    After glancing briefly at the evolved species's corpse, I sighed deeply and said.

    "Something does seem to be happening."

    The map showed another black dot appeared at the same direction as the deceased evolved species.

    "Huh? What do you mean?"

    If the same thing repeats twice, there seems to be something there.

    "Going there myself would be reckless."

    As much as I wanted to investigate properly, it was beyond my capabilities.

    It would be wise to notify the troops at the forward base.

    To do so, I'd need to sort things out quickly and move.

    "Anyway, I have to return by tomorrow."

    Instead of further investigating, I decided to backtrack.

    "Are they coming again?"

    "Yes."

    Answering shortly, I raised my spear and silently gazed at Yang Taeho.

    I recalled the situation when he had intervened in the battle earlier without asking.

    Typically, I would have excluded a Bronze rank like him and handled it alone.

    "Well, I can't fight alone forever."

    Matching movements with Yang Taeho now wasn't a bad idea.

    "Good chance to help him gain real combat experience."

    Pzzt-!

    After a light swing of the spear, blue lightning wriggled around.

    "If you're going to do it, you'd better use all your mana at once."

    Rather than stepping back this time, he should step forward.

    Yang Taeho nodded immediately as if waiting for me to say that.

    The real party play was just about to begin.
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    Thinking back on it, he wondered why he didn't know sooner.

    "It was famous that K was affiliated with Palao."

    Because of that, there was a time when many hopefuls wished to join Palao.

    Well, given the daunting difficulty of the entrance test, very few actually passed.

    It was remarkable how such events transpired because of this person named K.

    "Seeing it firsthand, I understand."

    K's combat prowess was beyond comparison to other players.

    Every time he wielded his spear, the light that flashed before his eyes was still vivid.

    There was a reason everyone talked about K, K.

    Yang Taeho swallowed a derisive laugh as he saw his mana increase by over 20,000 in just a day.

    In the past, he would have been amazed by such an incredible situation.

    Now, even things that should have amazed him were becoming mundane.

    Of course, that didn't mean he took what happened lightly.

    Yang Taeho glanced at someone walking half a step ahead of him.

    As they strolled through the center of the corrupted area, K's expression seemed not just calm, but bored.

    "To someone who knows nothing, he might look like he's just out for a walk."

    Although the purification work was nearly complete, hadn't they just faced a 4-star evolved species?

    If it had been Yang Taeho himself, he wouldn't have been able to let go of the tension even now.

    But such nonchalance from K was nothing new.

    He had remained similarly unperturbed even when absorbing over 5,000 mana from taking down a 4-star evolved species.

    "When you form a party, you share the rewards, which means each creature could exceed 10,000 mana..."

    Yang Taeho had been flabbergasted upon realizing this.

    He had never seen a monster with over 10,000 mana before.

    Yet, K showed no signs of being rattled.

    "His way of playing, and the level he operates on, is entirely different."

    Likewise, the amount of information K possessed was incomparable to other players.

    "So, that means the higher-level corrupted area will open soon?"

    "Yes, the 7 great orders has already reached a consensus on that."

    It had been astonishing when he explained what took place in the kingdom of Kairoth.

    Upon conversing further, it seemed like K knew more about the corrupted areas.

    And beyond that, he appeared to have a robust relationship with the orders.

    Evidence of this was K's thorough knowledge of internal orders affairs that had yet to be announced.

    It was truly astonishing. Yang Taeho had only encountered priests and holy knights of the orders a handful of times.

    Mostly just when he took the entrance test.

    "Darn..."

    K was an individual who defied Yang Taeho's commonsense.

    Such a person had made him a recruitment offer.

    "Ahem, ahem."

    He couldn't help but feel a surge of pride.

    'Doesn't this mean I somehow caught his eye?'

    Throughout the walk back to the outpost with K, Yang Taeho's lips twitched as if dancing with joy.

    But as excited as he was, he was also anxious.

    The opportunity that had come so unexpectedly might just as suddenly slip away.

    There was a tendency to be unconsciously cautious.

    He didn't want to be booted from the party because he acted rashly and thoughtlessly.

    'He doesn't seem to like being asked too many questions, so I should be careful.'

    He swore not to dig for information out of mere curiosity.

    'If I just stick close by...'

    Then perhaps, like today, another lucrative day would come.

    Yang Taeho was not so shameless as to wish every day could be like today.

    He merely hoped for occasional rewards to come like unexpected fortune once or twice a year.

    Thanks to K, the spoils he had gained invigorated Yang Taeho.

    Additionally, the massive increase in mana adequately spurred on his enthusiasm, enough to sharpen his resolve with the mindset of a new employee.

    Just as Yang Taeho clenched his fists and steeled his resolve, a sight caught his eye.

    In the distance, the outpost came into view.

    Yang Taeho and K soon arrived at the entrance of the outpost.

    "Ah."

    As soon as they stepped inside the fence, K stopped abruptly and turned to him.

    "Do you have any special plans for after this?"

    "I wouldn't call them plans..."

    He hadn't exactly set any special appointments.

    However, he wanted to return to Earth as soon as possible.

    Only then could he sell his loot and take his wife to the hospital.

    "Even just what I earned today is more than enough for the surgery."

    This time he intended to take his wife to the hospital even if he had to do it by force.

    'Is he planning more hunting right away?'

    Should he follow? If he did, what would happen to his wife?

    Yang Taeho agonized over his dilemma for a while before reaching a conclusion.

    'After all, we're going to be together for quite a while, right?'

    They weren't people he would see just once and never again, so it would be better to talk frankly about his situation and seek understanding.

    "If you could just wait for a few days. Actually, my wife..."

    After explaining his wife's illness and the impending surgery, K's expression changed subtly.

    Was it because he found it difficult to accommodate the schedule?

    Yang Taeho hurriedly prepared to speak again, feeling uneasy.

    "Why ask for permission for something like that?"

    K chuckled when Yang Taeho blinked in surprise.

    "Do I look like an evil employer to you?"

    Thinking back, his earlier words seemed to imply K had harshly demanded they hunt harder.

    Yang Taeho stammered, floundering as he waved his hands in protest.

    "No, no, that's not it. I thought you hunted more intensely than I did, so I was worried..."

    "No matter how much I'm into hunting, I wouldn't hold you back if your wife needed surgery, would I?"

    Fortunately or not, K didn't seem too offended by Yang Taeho's words.

    "Anyway, from now on it'll be difficult to work together because of orders business. That's why I asked."

    "I see."

    "Well, since you have things to do too, you can take care of your personal matters first. We can start character building then."

    K's words lit up Yang Taeho's face.

    "Then we'll meet in Habon in two days. Moving the base is okay with you, right?"

    "Yeah, of course. I'll be quick."

    "I'll leave where I'm staying in the chat window."

    "That'd be great."

    "I wish your wife a speedy recovery."

    Having agreed on a next meeting, Yang Taeho hurried to leave.

    "But..."

    However, before he could take a step, K pointed with a nod past his shoulder.

    "Over there."

    "Huh?"

    "Seems like someone has business with you."

    Yang Taeho frowned as soon as he confirmed the direction K gestured toward.

    It was a group heading straight toward him with unwavering gazes.

    "Those, those!"

    It was the party of Phoenix.

    Recalling how they left him alone among the monsters just a few hours ago, a rush of anger surged through him.

    At that time, what the Phoenix party did was not just about abandoning Yang Taeho.

    "They used me as a decoy."

    Leaving one behind meant the monsters wouldn't follow, being too occupied feasting.

    "No matter how precious life is, a person shouldn't do such a thing."

    Though human, he wanted to confront them about what happened and expose their wrongs to others.

    Receiving a genuine apology in the process would be great, but...

    "I'll hold it in."

    He had just joined K's party.

    Starting a dispute was not the best course of action.

    It might inadvertently affect K negatively.

    These were people he didn't need to encounter moving forward, so it was best to forget about it as though stepping in something unpleasant.

    Yang Taeho snorted as he turned his head away.

    Just then, Phoenix's group reached them.

    "Mister, I'm glad you're okay."

    The gentle voice made his brow furrow automatically.

    Pretending to be polite after leaving him to die.

    He almost spat out a sharp retort but swallowed it.

    Yang Taeho had already decided to ignore them thoroughly.

    "Let's just go, didn't you say you had plans?"

    He aimed to push K forward to leave the place.

    However, Phoenix hastily blocked his path.

    "Wait, just wait a moment!"

    The reason Yang Taeho didn't push them away may have been due to anticipation.

    "I know you're angry, but you're okay, right? How about we let today pass and get along again?"

    There was a foolish hope that they might have come to apologize.

    "If word spreads, won't it put both our names on the gossip vine? That won't benefit either of us, will it?"

    They say getting too angry makes one calm, and this was indeed accurate.

    When he was truly fed up, he found he couldn't even express his anger.

    Phoenix had not come to apologize to Yang Taeho.

    "They want to shut me up?"

    If what they did was exposed in the community, their party would be labeled notorious among mercenaries.

    It would make it tough to fill their current vacant slots.

    If their codenames were leaked, it would even make disbanding and joining a different party difficult.

    Thus, their absurd request.

    "There should be a limit to being shameless."

    Yang Taeho decided once more to ignore them as he turned away again.

    Yet, that determination shattered with their next words.

    "We didn't handle it well, but ignoring us like this isn't right!"

    "We lost our heads too."

    "We had no other choice; be understanding, please."

    "Ugh!"

    There was no apology to be found.

    They even justified their actions by saying they had no choice.

    "You're safe, so let's just drop it quietly. We'll distribute the loot fairly. Deal?"

    "You!"

    Yang Taeho's face flushed an angry red.

    The casual way they spoke, as though granting a favor, brought a wave of humiliation.

    Truthfully, he hadn't even thought of anything they owed him.

    What K had earned for him was incomparable.

    Whatever Phoenix offered could never match K's contribution.

    He felt no attachment to what they hadn't given him.

    But their insolence felt like they were buying his life with material goods.

    Yang Taeho clenched his teeth, trembling with anger.

    The audacity of their behavior astounded him, but he chose to endure once again as he pushed K's shoulder.

    "Let's just go."

    To which K exhaled a laugh and retorted.

    "Go now? Leaving those jerks like that?"

    As though he couldn't believe it, he repeated the same sentiment several times.

    "Yeah, didn't you say you're busy? Staying here is a waste of time..."

    "That's insane."

    Yang Taeho found himself at a loss for words, presenting a dazed expression.

    "There are things you endure and things you shouldn't. Leaving those bastards there is like giving up Vellego's safe."

    He didn't get the chance to ask what Vellego's safe was.

    "I see you have an unusual knack for spouting nonsense."

    K brushed off Yang Taeho's hand while turning to Phoenix with a crack of his neck.

    Phoenix's expression contorted with a frown.

    "What's this? Don't butt into someone else's business without knowing anything."

    He looked at K with a fairly aggressive attitude.

    "Someone else's business..."

    In contrast, K appeared to be enjoying the situation.

    From his constantly rising lips, it seemed so.

    "If you insist, he's not someone else."

    For some reason, K's voice carried a hint of laughter.

    "Thanks to you, I joined a party with him."

    "What are you even..."

    "With that said, I should extend a thank you. Thanks for leaving him behind."

    His mockery seemed seasoned, not as if he were doing it for the first time.

    It was quite different from K's meticulous, calm demeanor Yang Taeho had observed so far.

    "Well, what's with this sudden change?"

    In the midst of Yang Taeho's confusion, Phoenix gritted his teeth with a trembling fury.

    K's malice was too blatant for ignorance.

    Yang Taeho shifted his gaze repeatedly between the two.

    The atmosphere had rapidly become tense.

    At that moment, Yang Taeho's simmering anger cooled down.

    Instead, he grew anxious thinking that K might suffer due to him.

    Yang Taeho tried to move K out of the spot.

    Yet, before he could intervene, an unfamiliar voice rang out.

    "Is that K over there?"

    "Sure is."

    "What's he doing there?"

    "K!"

    In a split second, everyone's attention was focused in one direction.
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    Chapter 113. Party Play (4)

    The moment Yang Taeho noticed someone waving their hand enthusiastically, the surrounding area became noisy.

    "Is that K?"

    "Did someone say K?"

    "Where?"

    "Is K in Viceta?"

    "Oh my, this is huge!"

    The name that had just been mentioned held significant influence.

    Murmurs filled the air.

    Amid the commotion, several players approached K with familiarity.

    Three players, to be precise, possessed remarkably elaborate gear. A black man, a Latina woman, and a man who appeared to be from Southeast Asia.

    Despite their diverse ethnic backgrounds, they shared one commonality: they all bore the same symbol above their heads.

    'Are they all from Palao?'

    Yang Taeho's eyes widened in surprise.

    Although he had seen it beside K, he was still not accustomed to that symbol. It seemed that the other players at the forward base were the same.

    "The symbol of Palao."

    "All of them?"

    "So there really were players who joined that group."

    Whether they were aware of the surrounding uproar or not, those wearing the Palao symbol greeted K with a cheerful demeanor.

    "You're late. When did you arrive?"

    K replied naturally, "Just arrived."

    "Did you go hunting?"

    "Kind of, wanted to stretch out a bit."

    "Ha... you're relentless. So, did you finish?"

    "See for yourself."

    The players, who exchanged a few words with K, glanced curiously at Yang Taeho and Phoenix's team.

    "But what are you doing here? The assembly is on the southern grounds."

    They stood near the western entrance of the forward base.

    "The ones who arrived earlier have already set up tents. Let's go."

    "If you've got unfinished business, we can wait."

    K shrugged nonchalantly, "Unfinished business? There's a problem with my party member."

    "What? A party member?"

    "Did he just say party member?"

    "You formed a party?!"

    The startled exclamations of the players shifted their gazes to Yang Taeho and Phoenix's team.

    Their darting eyes searched for a hint of K's party member.

    "This way."

    K pointed to Yang Taeho, placing his hand on his shoulder.

    "Codename Pudding, position: Tanker."

    "Wow, unbelievable, you formed a party?"

    "The lone wolf has changed."

    "I thought you'd be solo forever..."

    K smiled at the reactions flowing one after another.

    "Solo forever, what kind of curse is that?"

    "You ignored us for so long..."

    "Look at that bulk! No wonder we didn't see it."

    "If that's your taste, I respect it."

    With escalating dramatics, K lightly kicked one of his friends. His actions were free of formality, as one would among friends.

    "You're all Fire-type, same as me in position. Enough with the nonsense, make your introductions."

    Then he patted Yang Taeho's shoulder and introduced him to them.

    "These are friends from the same order. We often run into each other, so we've become acquainted."

    "Wow, being K's party member feels unreal. Am I dreaming?"

    "Um, may I shake your hand?"

    "Nice to meet you!"

    "Uh, oh, nice to meet y'all..."

    After the brief introductions, the players aligned with Palao turned their gaze to the side.

    "Then those people are?"

    Yang Taeho's gaze naturally followed theirs.

    In the meanwhile, Phoenix's team's expressions had stiffened considerably.

    Their complexions turned pale, and for a brief moment, they seemed pitiable.

    The reason for their change in demeanor was apparent.

    It must have been due to the owner of the gaze scrutinizing them from beside them.

    K observed Phoenix's team quietly for a moment.

    "Hm..."

    At length, when his gaze grew colder, he said,

    "Bastards?"

    "Huh?"

    "What?"

    His words, a blatant criticism, continued.

    "Those scum who abandoned their party members to save themselves, yet shamelessly show their faces again and spout nonsense about getting along."

    "Whoa."

    "Unbelievable."

    Watching K's expression grow cold, Yang Taeho gulped without realizing it.

    Receiving K's direct gaze, Phoenix's team trembled and took a step back.

    "In my life, I've seen there are plenty of people without hope. And you're one of them."

    K, cracking his neck side to side, approached Phoenix's team.

    "Being worried about your dirty laundry getting aired, you should stay low."

    Why show up here, picking fights?

    "Oh my, look at that grimace. You don't like what I'm saying?"

    A smirk tugged at K's lips as he probed Pheonix's shoulder, moving even closer.

    "Then go ahead and fight back."

    Despite the provocation, Phoenix's team remained frozen in place.

    K's smile widened further.

    "Why, hearing my codename makes you chicken out? Are you scared I might really be K?"

    As they stood face to face, it seemed K's stature was larger than usual.

    Though, in actuality, there was barely a few centimeters difference between him and Phoenix.

    "I'd love to say I'm not K, but..."

    Before he could finish, a status window appeared, showing all information hidden except for the codename.

    "What a shame, reality's not that forgiving."

    Seeing the codename on K's status window, Phoenix's eyes trembled violently.

    K took delight in their expression, tilting his head slightly.

    "Hey, no matter how much pride you have, you were just barking orders. Where's that courage now?"

    With a slight bend at his waist, K seemed immensely intimidating.

    "If you're going to pick a fight by gauging your opponent, you should have been cautious from the start."

    Speaking in a low, threatening tone, K slowly straightened up.

    "Then again, you probably didn't have the capacity to think that far. Your head's empty, isn't it?"

    Though his fierce expression eased, his eyes remained sharp.

    "I really detest cowardly bullies like you."

    K lightly tapped Phoenix's cheek, disdain and displeasure written on his face as he continued,

    "If you want me to stay quiet, hand over all the loot from today's hunt and politely ask for it. Otherwise, things will get uncomfortable between us."

    His intentions were clear and were purposefully insulting—and it worked.

    Embarrassed, Phoenix's face turned beet red as he awkwardly opened the inventory.

    His companions, cautiously watching him, placed their belongings in front of him.

    Several gold coins and rusty weapons familiar to Yang Taeho caught his eye.

    They were definitely spoils Phoenix's team acquired earlier that morning while hunting with him.

    Phoenix, keeping his head low, mumbled, pleading for the morning's events to stay buried.

    At that, K gave Yang Taeho a questioning glance.

    Yang Taeho, feeling flustered, nodded.

    He never intended to blow the issue out of proportion in the first place.

    Though he hadn't expected the situation to unfold as it did...

    Nonetheless, the matter seemed resolved.

    With a short click of his tongue, K dismissed Phoenix's team with a wave of his hand.

    "If you're done here, get lost."

    Yang Taeho stared blankly at the departing figure of the Phoenix leader, who had been so audacious before.

    "Some people have the nerve to let things go after hearing such nonsense?"

    K complained moodily beside him.

    "Endlessly enduring isn't always a solution. With jerks like that, you've got to stomp them out."

    "Well, that is..."

    Yang Taeho hesitated, feeling torn.

    He thought he was sparing K trouble by enduring it.

    But it seemed K wasn't pleased with that notion.

    'Wow, he sure has some strong opinions.'

    Yang Taeho scratched his head, reflecting on K's fierce demeanor, contrasting the calm and meticulous persona he usually showed in the corrupted areas.

    "Even if they didn't cough up everything, at least have these for now. They're rightfully yours."

    Despite the situation, K didn't forget to help gather the spoils, obediently picking up what was on the ground like a child following orders.

    "You're too soft-hearted. Didn't you say your wife needs surgery? Hospital bills don't come cheap, and whenever you go back and forth, you'll probably need a caretaker. Is that service free? You've got to scrape up whatever you can."

    Yang Taeho didn't expect to get a lecture from someone ten years his junior, but it didn't bother him.

    "Haha, you're absolutely right about that. I owe you big time today. I'll treat you to a big feast soon, just wait!"

    The more he thought about it, the stranger the day seemed.

    Meeting K, who he'd only heard about from others.

    Bagging a fortune he'd never held before.

    And seeing someone who mistreated him turning tails and fleeing.

    "Ha ha."

    Try as he might to pretend otherwise, he couldn't help but feel a slight satisfaction.

    Though he disliked conflict, it didn't mean he was without anger.

    And so, a smile spilled over his lips.

    Thanks to K's intervention, Yang Taeho's ire melted away.

    On the other hand, K still seemed irked, mumbling with a frown.

    "As if lacking shame, they don't even have the sense to keep it to themselves. What a bunch of worthless losers."

    "You need to curb that temper of yours! You're going to make enemies with that personality."

    Next to him, the Latina woman began to nag K.

    "It's simpler to make them enemies. Leave them nearby, and they'll just stab you in the back."

    "You'll end up with a knife in your back!"

    "If someone's going to stab me anyways, I'd rather offer them the front."

    "Ack, you're such a crazy idiot!"

    As the not-quite-argument carried on, the black player subtly retreated and approached Yang Taeho.

    "It startled you, didn't it?"

    "Huh? Uh, yeah, a bit."

    "You should get used to it. He's got quite the temper."

    Yang Taeho was speechless at the blunt assessment of K.

    The black player, unfazed by his reaction, continued.

    "He knows how to show respect and normally acts proper, but once he gets turned on, he charges ahead."

    "Oh really?"

    "He's got a ridiculously solid set of principles. Though he's not without flexibility..."

    Changing those principles, however, required a justification that he could agree with.

    And most of the time, he saw such justifications as mere excuses, making him a very discerning guy.

    "He's very thorough in his self-discipline and extremely strict with himself. He leads by example, which makes his standards high, too."

    Right on cue, the Southeast Asian-looking player joined the conversation.

    "Thanks to him, the troublemakers have all quieted down."

    Seeing Yang Taeho blinking in confusion, the black player elaborated.

    "Quite a few who misbehaved at the order received some tough love thanks to him. He's like a discipline officer, I guess? It's been convenient for us."

    What had he done to earn the title of a discipline officer?

    If he had more time, he would have asked the Palao-affiliated players about their stories of K.

    However, Yang Taeho didn't get the chance.

    "There he is."

    "Wow, it's really K!"

    Suddenly, more Palao players began gathering, causing excitement among those watching nearby.

    Yang Taeho found himself no different.

    "What's, what's going on here?"

    He stammered, stepping back in surprise.

    "Dude, you should've reached out!"

    "If you're planning to hunt, let's go together."

    "K, if you haven't been assigned a tent yet, do you want to share with our party? We've got extra bunks."

    Before he knew it, he was surrounded by players, all bearing the Palao symbol.
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    After sending off Yang Taeho, I moved along with the players affiliated with Palao.

    During this process, my eyes remained fixed on the community.

    「Title: Viceta 5th Outpost – Author: Venezia

    Content: A lot of Palao players have gathered. Does anyone know what's going on? Can someone share if they know the reason?」

    - Majestic Canyon: I don't know the reason either... but it really was crowded

    ⌎ Takuya: There are surprisingly so many players affiliated with Palao.

    ⌎ Vanilla: Where did they all spring from?

    ⌎ Squirrel: There really seems to be something going on.

    - Eagle: But didn't they say Palao doesn't discriminate against players? I heard they even do field raids. Is that true?

    ⌎ Vine Cranberry: Basically, they do, but it seems like they treat closer people more comfortably.

    ⌎ Manicure: They are kind to other order affiliates too. I met a Palao priest, and it was touching.

    ⌎ Vine Cranberry: Honestly, I was worried at first because I heard many were discriminated against by the order, but Palao members are kind. They never ignore us and even offer to teach us how to handle mana.

    ⌎ German: Don't impersonate. Do you think Palao is easy enough for someone like you to join?

    ⌎ Vine Cranberry: I am a Palao member! Proof in the post. Satisfied? Are you Palao too?

    ⌎ Mackenzie: Wow, amazing, really Palao.

    ⌎ Elizabeth: How do you know?

    ⌎ Mackenzie: Attached a status window capture to the post.

    ⌎ Crescent Moon: Why doesn't that guy German verify himself?

    ⌎ Squirrel: Probably failed the entry test, that's why he's ranting.

    - Strawberry Cake: I'm jealous of Palao. The Purity side is really rude.

    ⌎ Manicure: It's not just rude; they treat us like foreign laborers.

    ⌎ Bus Stop: Ugh, that's a perfect description. Is the purification allocation a reality?

    ⌎ Crescent Moon: Tried to escape but accepted prepaid items.

    ⌎ Mask: And the performance is supposedly good.

    ⌎ Manicure: Wants to switch, but lacks achievements.

    ⌎ Mackenzie: Thus, became a slave.

    - Elizabeth: The Palao order doesn't have many dead players, right?

    ⌎ Vine Cranberry: It seems so. I heard it's just over 50 in the past three months.

    ⌎ Manicure: Wow... that's really few.

    ⌎ Majestic Canyon: Isn't everyone trying to become human-less like K? The difference is huge.

    ⌎ German: That's because they have fewer members, what's the big deal?

    ⌎ Squirrel: You idiot, the mortality rate comparison is no joke? Other orders exceed 20%, but they don't even reach 10%. Thick-headed moron.

    ⌎ Mask: Why has this guy been ranting since earlier?

    ⌎ Strawberry Cake: Lots of people soaked in inferiority lately.

    Mentions of the Palao order started to increase in the community from that post onwards.

    In such a scenario, there was an event that added fuel to the fire.

    ≪Important Notice≫

    A high-level corrupted area is opening. Check out the corrupted area information available through different outposts.

    It was a global announcement sent out by the system.

    The new information did not end there.

    「Title: Palao is now marking a order-exclusive mission at 3-star corrupted area! – Author: Porsche

    Content: You can check from the mission list! It's constantly increasing.」

    - Candlelight: Crazy, wasn't this supposed to require order points?

    ⌎ Ballerina: That's right; they seem to be pouring all their order points here.

    - Chocolate Cookie: Oh wow, isn't this the first order-exclusive mission? I want to take a look.

    ⌎ Anchovy: Me too!

    ⌎ Beret: It's not the time to take this lightly. They're preempting hunting grounds aren't they?

    ⌎ Elliot: Why is that a problem? Just propose the same to your order. Should have joined Palao if you knew.

    ⌎ Home Run: Are you confident you'd pass the entry test?

    - Beer: Isn't the gathering at Viceta due to the exclusive mission?

    ⌎ Elizabeth: That seems likely.

    ⌎ Venezia: That's right! I just asked a Palao player at Viceta outpost.

    Palao-affiliated players suddenly gathered at one place.

    With the subsequent Palao order-exclusive mission.

    As these two events overlapped, the community was filled with talks about the Palao order.

    Looking over this bustling community, I nodded.

    "Not bad."

    It wasn't bad because this was the situation I aimed to create from the beginning.

    "With the players taken care of, what's left is to successfully complete the mission."

    That should be enough to make it a hot topic that even the people of Bihar would talk about.

    "Wow, it's so fast."

    "Even though I heard it in advance..."

    "They've set something with the exclusive mission."

    While I organized my thoughts on the future, those heading to the assembly point with me chatted among themselves.

    Joseph from South Africa, Nadia from Spain, and Girish from India.

    These were the group with whom I had the most interactions in the order.

    I had many acquaintances aside from them, but they were the only three I could introduce as close.

    Their personalities were straightforward, making them easy to get along with.

    Interestingly, all three were main dealers focusing on firepower.

    I wasn't lacking in firepower either, so there was no need to recruit someone in the same position to a party.

    Occasionally, we just went for cooperative hunts.

    "But isn't it too much? It's already over 40."

    "What? Did our order have that many points?"

    "Are they spending everything here? Why suddenly?"

    While I was checking the community, the trio seemed to be checking the mission list.

    Then they all turned and surreptitiously questioned me.

    "Hey, you know something, don't you?"

    Their tone was filled with certainty that I knew.

    'I actually do know.'

    It wasn't a secret that I was treated specially within the order.

    For instance, I was the only one staying at the Bennett mansion, and I often had private meetings with Jordan.

    "Why is the order suddenly doing this?"

    To properly explain, I had to go back in time a bit.

    It was about two weeks ago, right after reaching an agreement within the seven great orders to open high-level corrupted areas.

    The order leadership focused on accumulating points to upgrade buffs for players.

    Jordan and I proposed to use the points immediately to strengthen the order's standing.

    There were various complex discussions between the two sides, but the main point was simple.

    After some heated debates with slightly hurt feelings, Jordan and I took the upper hand.

    As a result, we decided to secure the mission sites recommended to me by the system first.

    This was intended to increase Palao's preference among players.

    'After all, it's human nature to be envious when a cousin buys land.'

    Imagine if only players affiliated with Palao continually hit the jackpot.

    Everyone would be insanely jealous, and some would seriously consider transferring.

    It was the most sure-fire way to attract players used to capitalism.

    Alongside this, efforts were needed to improve the perception of the Palao order among the Bihar people.

    'As the start, we decided to reclaim the order's lost relic.'

    This was the reason Palao-affiliated players gathered at the 5th outpost of Viceta Castle today.

    We planned to use spatial magic from here to move to the mission site.

    This type of performance—gathering visibly—had been conducted to showcase Palao's movements to others.

    Thus, I knew every detail of the decision-making process inside the order.

    However, I didn't intend to explain it to the trio.

    'It's a hassle too.'

    Because I also knew that explaining wouldn't be beneficial.

    The things I was doing weren't much different from subtly agitating the players.

    Primarily, it aimed to induce transfers while making them dissatisfied with their current order.

    There was no need to explain all this in detail myself.

    The deed was already done, anyway.

    Now, the only thing left was to watch as the sparks I lit grew.

    At the same time, it could serve as a small hit against the gods who treated me as a disposable tool.

    'Hope they savor some bitterness.'

    Due to these reasons, I answered their questions with a simple piece of advice instead of a detailed explanation.

    "Just."

    "Just?"

    "Work hard on the exclusive missions."

    Since these were missions guaranteed by the system, they could likely fill their pockets.

    Of course, lacking the insight to understand such a context, the trio tilted their heads in bewilderment.

    Instead of providing detailed explanations, I gestured with my hand, indicating I wouldn't answer further questions.

    Realizing that no answers were forthcoming, they clicked their tongues and stepped back.

    They then resumed chatting as always.

    "Aren't there lots of people asking about the mortality rate?"

    "Most are provocateurs."

    "They're just annoyed."

    "They wouldn't be able to do the same even if asked?"

    "I honestly wouldn't do it again myself..."

    "Now that you mention it... I would've switched if there were achievements during the training period."

    "You too? Me too!"

    It seemed like they were discussing the training for new members.

    Players joining the Palao order were required to undergo mandatory training.

    The training lasted for a month and was intense enough to cause daily nausea for bronze-ranked players.

    The main advocate for this was, of course...

    'I must ensure it's never known that I spearheaded this.'

    The player mortality rate drastically reduced, but that was irrelevant.

    The crucial part is that knowing I suggested this would likely have every order player coming at me with murderous intent.

    "I still dream about that?"

    "A dream of Shamel chasing from behind?"

    "Oh, how did you know?"

    "Because I dream it too."

    Seeing them stealing glances at each other while shedding hidden tears cemented my resolve to take this secret to my grave, while a sigh instinctively escaped my lips.

    The reason I insisted on the initial training course, even knowing I'd be cursed, was significant.

    'If a player dies, the divinity just vanishes, I couldn't sit still knowing that.'

    An entry limit of 5,000.

    That number applied to how many could receive buffs from the divinity Palao invested in this game.

    But should someone die after joining? The divinity isn't retrieved; it just dissipates.

    Already, a considerable amount of divinity vanished this way.

    A glance at the figures on the order homepage would reveal much.

    「1029/4934」

    When a order player dies, the count of possible new entries decreases alongside it.

    When I realized this truth for the first time, I almost passed out from sheer outrage.

    I even reconsidered if I foolishly picked the wrong order.

    But even then, I harbored no desire to transfer to another order.

    So what could I do? The only way was to solve the problem.

    With no Palao available to provide additional divinity, minimizing combat power loss was the priority.

    Fortunately, the order was also interested in reducing player mortality.

    Thus, after discussions, the outcome was to make everyone die less.

    Thanks to the proactive support from Palao's leadership, the extreme training course was finalized.

    As a result, the players of Palao, including me, underwent grueling training.

    Surprisingly, that training contributed significantly to player survival.

    It enabled more structured maneuvering of weapons.

    But the audacity to confess my involvement in this was unfathomable.

    Especially when observing those showing ominous fervor towards Shamel, who led the training.

    Upon reaching the tent, the trio kept gritting their teeth reminiscing about their training days.

    Eventually, unable to bear it, I slightly shifted the conversation topic.

    "Stop chit-chatting and prepare for the meeting."

    It was a suitable topic to capture their attention right before the mission.

    "I'm not going, though."

    "We're sending Nadia as our representative."

    "You're going to leave it to me and just slack off? At least study the strategy guide properly."

    "Yes, yes."

    With Nadia's nagging as the catalyst, the topic of hellish training disappeared.

    Instead, the trio's gaze fixed in the air.

    They were referring to the strategy guide that was uploaded on the order website.

    'A guidebook designed to allow players to participate in large-scale siege warfare.'

    Crafted collaboratively by experienced players and Jordan's team.

    According to its contents, there were considerably many things to wrap up before entering the mission site tomorrow.
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    Chapter 115. Party Play (6)

    In the northwestern region of the former Kairoth Kingdom lay the city once known as Timal, surrounded by a modest outer wall.

    The castle walls, devoid of initial plans for a moat, were simple and unfortified.

    Resultantly, Timal Castle with its size and construction was ill-suited for defense, and it was one of the regions that fell easily when the Kairoth Kingdom collapsed.

    The demi-humans vanished from Timal Castle, and as the number of Messeos increased, a significant corrupted area took form.

    In this place, where monsters had been residing, expanding their numbers by preying on each other, an extraordinary event occurred one dawn.

    Just as the sky began to clear from the dark, a brilliant burst of light erupted near Timal Castle.

    It was a large-scale teleportation magic, usable from the forward base.

    Players who had been transported through this magic saw the same system window appear before their eyes.

    RELIGION MISSION - PALAO

    「PURIFICATION OF THE CORRUPTED AREA ★★★★(06-2333)」

    Eliminate all enemies within a specified range and destroy the Messeos.

    • Messeos(0/18)

    Retrieve the lost relic of the Order of Palao from the corrupted area.

    • Relic - Staff of Gilon(0/1)

    「REWARDS」

    Participation Reward: Please select one of the following rewards.

    • Mana 120, reputation 6

    • Attribute Mana 60, reputation 12

    Ranking Reward: Rewards are distributed differently depending on the rank (1st-10th).

    • Random Chest?

    • Achievement?

    ※ The ranking is calculated based on the contribution to the mission.

    「Would you like to participate in the mission? (Y/N)」

    Joseph was unperturbed by the different procedure and pressed the Yes button.

    Perhaps others were the same, as numbers began to appear at the top of the mission window shortly thereafter, seemingly tracking the number of players participating in the mission.

    The numbers, which had been rapidly increasing, steadied a few minutes later, reaching approximately two hundred.

    About 20% of those affiliated with the order had responded to the call to gather.

    'More came than I thought.'

    He had privately estimated around a hundred. Perhaps it was because it was the first mission of the order that the participation rate was unexpectedly high.

    After confirming the number of players, Joseph slowly reviewed the mission details.

    'Relic, ranking, random chest.......'

    It seemed one needed to rank to get a random chest.

    'The competition is fierce, isn't it?'

    Being among the top 10 out of around two hundred players was quite a challenge, Joseph clucked his tongue at the tough competition.

    Of course, that did not mean he intended to lag behind due to a difficult competition.

    Joseph and the other players began to slowly warm up their mana for the impending battle.

    Around this time, a post was made on the order's homepage to announce the commencement of the mission.

    「Title: Viceta RELIGION MISSION - PALAO(06-2333) Status Update - Writer: Francesco

    Content: This post is for updating the war situation in real-time. Players participating in the mission, please refer to it.

    - Avoid idle chatter

    - Comments abusing will be deleted without notice

    - Blacklisted for providing false information (future 5x increase in order point accumulation rate)」

    The post was quickly followed by comments.

    - Jane Austin: Information, 6th Exploration Team found a hole in the eastern side of Timal Castle.

    - Foie Gras: Information, 2nd Exploration Team found a large Meseo cluster in the southern side of Timal Castle.

    These were the leaders of the exploration teams who had begun scouting Timal Castle upon arrival.

    Attack team leaders, pre-designated the previous night, also joined the commenting.

    - Millionaire: Status, attack teams 1-3 plan to enter from the south.

    - Foie Gras: Information, evolved species found in the southern part of Timal Castle. Estimated 300 specimens.

    - Chess King: Status, attack teams 10-11 plan to enter from the south.

    - Onion Soup: Status, attack teams 17-20 plan to enter from the south.

    - Conan Doyle: Information, 1st Exploration Team started the battle in the east of Timal Castle.

    - Squid: Status, 9th Attack Team plans to support the east.

    - Olive: Status, support team deployment complete. Blocking internal access of external evolved species and monsters.

    Those with slower growth and no attribute mana or skills were charged with hunting external monsters in other corrupted areas, blocking the internal access of external monsters.

    The mission, proceeding methodically from each respective position, seemed to be on track.

    'Not bad.'

    Joseph decided to remain calm, waiting for information on the north side of Timal Castle.

    He had ventured for hunts in corrupted areas countless times, yet the nerves were unavoidable.

    The place he stood at was sufficient to heighten such tension.

    The number of monsters distributed in the corrupted area was similar to a level 2 mission, yet their caliber differed vastly.

    'Those 2,000 are all evolved species?'

    They were difficult foes to handle even individually.

    The concept of advancing mission attacks in groups was because of this, wasn't it?

    The moment Joseph swallowed nervously, an anticipated comment was posted.

    - K: Information, meseo cluster found in the urban area northwest of Timal Castle.

    - K: Information, evolved species found around the northern castle gate. Estimated 200 specimens.

    - K: Status, 0th Attack Team plans to secure the northern advanced route inside Timal Castle.

    This player was K, who was assigned as a solo attack team.

    Not only proceeding with battles alone, he even volunteered for the exploration role.

    Given his wide range of action, K seemed the most threatening competitor in the ranking war of this mission.

    Soon after his comments, a loud explosion near the northern castle gate supported this.

    'Fireball.'

    Merely a level 2 basic elemental magic, but its power varies drastically according to the amount of mana infused. The raging flames naturally left spectators in awe.

    'I can't even imitate that.'

    Although Joseph also possessed fire-attribute mana, he couldn't manage even half of that power with his mana reserve.

    "That's flashy from the start. He's drawing aggro so we can enter inside, right?"

    Girish, standing nearby, whistled in admiration. Regardless, Nadia, who became the representative of the attack squads gathered in the north, calmly announced.

    "K says he's securing the entrance. Let's move out."

    Subsequently, comments were registered for attack teams 15 and 16, indicating their northward entry.

    Soon after, other standby attack teams in the nearby area also posted entry comments.

    "Reform the ranks and prepare elemental magic starting with the fire element followed by the wind element!"

    Just as magic was being prepared at Nadia's lead from the front, a shimmering light poured out from behind the fallen gate, revealing the inside.

    The closer they approached the gate, the more intense the light became. Joseph, who confirmed the source of that light, shook his head in awe.

    'He's really flying.'

    Indeed, K was darting through the air, evading the evolved species that crowded the ground there. Energetically stepping on red barriers formed mid-air.

    'How on earth did he create those?'

    Among Joseph's acquaintances, only K could fragment barriers like that. Watching such a marvelous spectacle naturally captivated his attention.

    Every time K's spear thrusted, the flashing light was almost blinding.

    He was facing an evolved species that would typically require three or four players to herd—singlehandedly. Several, at once, no less.

    Not many creatures were being killed. However, he was certainly diverting aggro and holding the evolved species in place.

    It was known that he could spar with the holy knights of the order, but witnessing K's movements firsthand evoked new admiration.

    'Every time I see him, he leaves me speechless.'

    Joseph himself had grown as an elite, following a prestigious course.

    He had studied at a famous university in the U. S. and, upon returning home, became a lawyer for a top law firm.

    So rarely did he fall behind in competition.

    But why did he always lag when facing K?

    As he pondered this faint frustration, Joseph watched the tip of K's spear, raised his sword, and gritted his teeth.

    'I can't lose this.'

    At that moment, when three evolved species surrounded K, he swung his spear horizontally in a wide arc. Two were knocked back, while his spear lodged into he last one's eye.

    "Kkiaeek!"

    Immediately afterward, a vortex of flames began to whirl around K. It was a third-grade magic, Flame Storm, manifested by combining fire-attribute and wind-type mana. Fueled by wind, the intensified flames swallowed the evolved species whole.

    Seizing this chance, Joseph and the other players successfully penetrated the castle.

    From then on, the direct clash between the two forces commenced.

    "Burn them all!"

    "Don't engage them alone!"

    Different attack squads from various positions shouted their war cries as they brandished their weapons. Joseph too slashed vertically with his flame-cloaked sword.

    Kaang-!

    The monstrous arm blocked his sword, appearing as if hooked.

    "Hyaap!"

    Girish, who had been chasing closely behind, embedded a hammer into the monster's side. The crunching sound of leather squishing was heard.

    "Keeeek!"

    This disrupted the stance of the evolved species.

    "Stab it now!"

    "You don't have to tell me!"

    While Joseph held onto the monster's arm and Girish upset its posture, another player circled behind and stabbed a sword into its back.

    "Kkiaeek!"

    Had it been a regular monster, its chest would have been pierced instantly.

    Unfortunately, the body of a four-star evolved species was somewhat tougher and thicker.

    Generally, the level of mana materialization needed to penetrate was high enough for a substantial Condense skill.

    Only around three or four players, including K, could materialize mana to that degree.

    Consequently, the player's sword breached the monster's backhide but didn't completely pierce the chest.

    But it wasn't a big issue.

    The designed attack squads existed to compensate for such shortcomings.

    A gap appeared as the pained monster flailed, and Joseph thrust his flame-covered sword through this opening.

    His sword drove deep into the mouth, piercing the roof of its mouth of the screeching monster.

    The moment the convulsing evolved species collapsed.

    'Got one!'

    Confidently emboldened by a successful hunt amidst the chaos, Joseph felt reassurance swell within him.

    "Support at the 8 o'clock direction!"

    "More coming from the 3 o'clock direction! Tanks, block them!"

    As players systematically collaborated to kill the evolved species, a rumbling sound from afar signified something had collapsed.

    The ground trembled, suggesting a wall had likely fallen in another battle area.

    'South, probably.'

    Attack squads stationed there were known for having a particularly formidable tank line.

    Indeed, as Joseph checked the order's webpage, it appeared that the southern attack squads had treated the wall as an obstacle and cleared it entirely.

    Joseph clicked his tongue at the aggressive actions of the southern squads from the outset.

    He could clearly see why players in the south were advancing the mission so aggressively.

    'Are they trying to get ahead from the start?'

    Competition among those vying for ranks seemed fiercer than he had anticipated. He couldn't afford to fall behind if he wanted the random chest.

    Gritting his teeth, Joseph tightened his grip on his sword and summoned his mana.

    "Huh? Why are the Messeos numbers decreasing already?"

    "What?"

    Girish, who had just crushed the head of an evolved species with a hammer, muttered in shock. Joseph's eyes wavered as he opened the mission window.

    Only then did he realize the light, previously visible in his field of view, had vanished.

    Looking around urgently, the person he sought was nowhere in sight. At some point, K had vacated his position.

    It seemed K no longer felt the need to remain, as the attack squad had entered the castle without hindrance from the evolved species.

    Hardly had this realization dawned when the numbers on the mission window changed again.

    • Messeos(2/18)

    In a brief span, another Messeo had disappeared.

    With battles raging around the castle walls, how many could approach the messeo and destroy it?

    In Joseph's mind, there was only one possible candidate.

    'That guy?'

    Recalling a familiar face, Joseph yelled in exasperation.

    "Hey, you bastard! Leave some for us!"

    Unfortunately, the person meant to hear his outburst was not present there.

    ***

    The battle that began the morning before continued over the night and concluded only after dawn today.

    When the mission ended, the rewards in my possession were five random chests and 100 achievements.

    Rewards exclusive to the first rank, with second rank onwards receiving reduced achievements and random chests.

    Among these, random chests were uniformly one piece from 5th to 10th place, differing only in achievements.

    'It's really stingy.'

    With around 200 participants in the mission, the scale of the rewards naturally made one frown.

    From four-stars onwards, additional rewards and relics left inside the castle would become more significant.

    'Those have dedicated managers anyway.'

    The relics within the castle after a order mission had dedicated administrators for distribution.

    It was akin to appointing an administrative role to collect, classify, and equitably distribute the loot.

    'With the system measuring contribution, it will minimize disputes.'

    Allocation of relics, based on the contributions used for ranking, would occur within days. As a result, there was no need to linger at the mission site post-clear message.

    Thus, I returned to Viceta Castle immediately, where I could meet the priests who had come out to the castle gate to await the players' return.
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    Chapter 116. Party Play (7)

    "Wow."

    A sound escaped my lips unintentionally.

    'Why are there so many?'

    Looking at the number of people, it seemed like almost all the priests of the Viceta temple had come out.

    Even though it was a prearranged situation, I was so surprised that I hesitated.

    However, that was only for a moment, and I approached them while leaving behind the players who were returning through the teleportation circle.

    I handed something abruptly to the person wearing the cape, a symbol of the high-ranking priest.

    The item that had a significant impact on the ranking evaluation of this mission.

    'Gillon's Staff.'

    A sacred relic of the Order of Palao left abandoned for years as the territory of the Kairoth Kingdom became corrupted.

    The item, which looked like a common wooden staff, would be priceless.

    "Ah, finally!"

    The eyes of the high-ranking priest, who accepted the staff with trembling hands, became moist.

    He was visibly moved, likely because the lost sacred relic of their order had returned.

    "Thank you so much. Everyone worked hard. To express our gratitude, the temple has prepared a feast......."

    The high-ranking priest expressed his gratitude to each player who had worked hard on this mission.

    I was staring at Gillon's Staff with mixed feelings beside him.

    'It was said to be an item used by one of the twelve apostles initially chosen by Palao.'

    Traditionally, the twelve sacred relics were handed down to the next generation of apostles in order.

    When there were more apostles than relics, the relic was passed on to a later-chosen apostle when the previous one died, and vice versa, it was kept in the temple of the region where the relic was born.

    In other words, it was a relic containing the history of the 7 Great Virtues and the order.

    Why was such an important item abandoned in a corrupted area?

    - They say they forgot to pack it back then.

    I recalled the information I got from Jordan when we decided our first order mission, and it was astonishing.

    The priests and holy knights at the Timal Castle forgot to bring the relic while taking care of food for the refugees on their way to escape.

    'It's not bad to prioritize the followers' needs. I mean...'

    I couldn't manage my expression when I first heard that story.

    Nevertheless, we recovered the relic, and delivering it in a public place was completed.

    'A showy performance should be enough like this.'

    As we agreed, we gathered all we could through the order mission.

    "Come on, let us proceed."

    I decided to decline the invitation to the feast.

    "I'm sorry, but I need to return to Habon."

    The players would leave a review of the feast even if I didn't attend.

    It was time to end my two-day adventure outside and go home.

    'I also need to discuss the bunker we found in the corrupted area with Jordan.'

    Today was also the day I was supposed to meet Yang Taeho, so I planned to return quickly.

    Upon returning to Habon, I headed straight for the Palao Temple.

    After completing all my business there, several hours had passed.

    Having returned to Habon in the morning, it was nearly noon by the time I reached the Bennett estate.

    Rubbing my neck and shoulders out of habit, I reviewed the battle in the 4-star corrupted area.

    'Escaping when surrounded isn't easy.'

    Though there were parts I regretted, I was more satisfied overall.

    I had gotten better at handling multiple high-rank evolved species alone compared to when I first faced them.

    Having improved, I'd give myself a score 20 points higher than before if I was to evaluate my performance.

    It was, of course, a subjective judgment.

    There were likely people preparing to nag me nonetheless.

    I could foresee their nagging repertoire.

    - You won't even reach my ankle no matter how hard you try.

    - There are limitations to what you can do alone.

    Just recalling Shamel's voice that played almost automatically made my brow furrow.

    'Who doesn't know that?'

    Knowing it well, I tried to reduce other players' death rates and increase the order's power.

    Yet, Shamel always nagged about it as if for the sake of nagging.

    My pace slowed unconsciously, dreading hearing Shamel's nagging.

    However, since I had to meet with Yang Taeho, I couldn't procrastinate endlessly.

    'Let's just go in.'

    The sooner I could get it over with, the better I'd feel.

    Arriving quickly at the Bennett estate, I sensed the rapid approach of someone's presence.

    I chose not to evade, knowing precisely who it was.

    "K!"

    "Oof."

    The figure that dashed into my arms, accompanied by a thud, was Berta.

    She often came in and out of the Bennett estate like it was her own.

    There were times at the bronze rank when her strength would send me tumbling, but now I could somehow withstand it.

    I had adapted to her sudden rushes. I rubbed my aching abdomen and firmly pressed down on Berta's head.

    "You're here again?"

    "Yeah! I came here in the morning!"

    The mischievous little figure, clinging to my waist, clambered up to sit on my shoulder.

    This had become a regular occurrence. Walking around the estate with her perched on my shoulder became typical.

    With Berta on my shoulder, I glanced around warily, wondering where Shamel might appear from.

    I was already racking my brain for ways to refute her anticipated nagging.

    'It took about a day to clear the current mission.'

    There were 12 player casualties during the process.

    Compared to the casualties in Palao so far, it wasn't few.

    But if I look strictly at the objective numbers?

    'Most of the players were at bronze rank, and to only have 12 casualties in a 4-star area is honestly a beyond-compare record.'

    The effectiveness of hell training was vividly apparent.

    I'm sure if players from other orders attacked a 4-star corrupted area at the bronze rank, hundreds would die.

    Even with just one month of training, the difference in skill between those who learned how to wield their weapons correctly and those who didn't was stark.

    'It should suffice.'

    I must have contributed a fairly large share to this success, right?

    I'm not a babysitter; I can't follow and take care of each player individually.

    'Hopefully, this time it'll pass without nagging.'

    I remained tense because of Shamel.

    Holding onto a handful of my hair, Berta asked with an innocent voice.

    "Why?"

    "Afraid that the old hag might pop out."

    I'd rather not get hit on the back of the head like last time.

    As I stayed vigilant, Berta cheerfully said.

    "Granny? Granny went out."

    I clenched my fists unknowingly and asked.

    "Do you know where she went?"

    "I know, I know! Berta knows! I heard!"

    "Where?"

    "Kimol!"

    Feeling proud, Berta answered confidently with her chin raised high.

    Kimol was where the Resistance headquarters was, serving as Ferrell's temporary capital.

    Going there meant there was important work to attend to.

    It might not be an affair that could be settled in a day or two.

    'Take your time coming back.'

    Releasing the tension from Shamel's absence, I asked lightheartedly.

    "Then what about Rashar?"

    Chandler said there weren't any plans for her to leave anytime soon.

    Just to be sure, I asked, and it was as expected.

    "In her paper room."

    Berta referred to Rashar's office as the paper room, probably because there were many papers.

    Having reached the third floor where Rashar's residence was, I briefly halted, and felt Berta's grip on my hair tighten.

    "Are you going to the paper room?"

    "No."

    Since Rashar was avoiding me, going there would be a waste.

    It was a time when she'd be busy working, and I didn't want to disturb her.

    'Such matters require good timing.'

    When someone is avoiding you, it signals they do not want to communicate. Ignoring that and pushing forward can worsen matters.

    I stared down the corridor where Rashar's office was before continuing up the stairs.

    This prompted an eager question from Berta.

    "Hehe, then will you play with me?"

    She knew that if I or Rashar entered that room, I wouldn't play with her.

    With recent hunts, training, and time spent traveling, I hadn't played much with Berta.

    Having finished all my tasks today, I had some free time before Yang Taeho arrived.

    "What do you want to do?"

    As I nodded agreeably, Berta's voice grew even more excited.

    "Uncle, let's play uncle!"

    As soon as my room came into view, Berta bolted away.

    Dashing the remaining distance, she leaped up to grab the doorknob.

    Given her height only reached my thigh, she had no choice but to open the door that way.

    Watching the excited Berta's backside brought a smile to my face.

    I followed her into the room.

    While unpacking the inventory, Berta reappeared, having dashed into the dressing room with her arms full of something or another.

    "Berta brought it!"

    I was momentarily casting glances between the restroom and Berta before sighing and heading to the sofa.

    I earnestly wanted to wash up, but could not ignore the overexcited Berta.

    "Come here."

    Berta happily bounded over and spilled out her toys onto the table.

    They were items An Kijun sent using the gifting function.

    Berta first grabbed a plastic barrel and a paper bag.

    As the bag shook, cheap plastic clattered within.

    Their purpose?

    "Put it on uncle, mix-matched eye uncle."

    They were toys used in the Barrel of Monkeys game.

    Berta's favorite game of chance, which I had come to enjoy a bit due to playing it so often.

    Seeing Berta jump along as the Barrel of Monkeys figure popped out was delightful.

    'Cute and entertaining.'

    As I seated myself on the sofa, Berta climbed onto my lap naturally, grabbing a handful of toy swords.

    "I'll go first!"

    "Do as you please."

    As I finished speaking, Berta started mercilessly driving the toy swords into the wooden barrel of the figure.

    Like that, two rounds of Barrel of Monkeys, followed by a game of Jenga, and three rounds of Halli Galli, went by in succession.

    Finally, the guest I had been waiting for arrived with a knock.

    "Welcome."

    Yang Taeho of the God of Patience Temoria faction.

    He stood behind the attendant, looking bewildered.

    'I hadn't anticipated feeling so glad to see a face I'd only seen two days prior.'

    Could it be because he was the first party member I recruited? I was happier to see him than I expected, causing the corners of my mouth to perk up.

    Meanwhile, seeing me, Yang Taeho whispered to the attendant that led him here.

    "Hey, I think I'm in the wrong place. I came looking for K!"

    Since it was his first time seeing me without the magic tool, it was natural for him to react this way.

    I decided to send the attendant away and calm the flustered Yang Taeho.

    "You may leave."

    "We have prepared accommodation for the guest in the adjacent room."

    "Thank you."

    "Wha? Uh... Wait! Hey!"

    Yang Taeho looked back and forth between the departing attendant and me, clearly confused.

    Noticing his bewilderment, I chuckled lightly and wore my magic tool on my ear.

    "You've come to the right place."

    "Oh, oh!"

    "Come in."

    Yang Taeho only hesitated for a moment before stepping into the room with an awkward gait upon seeing a familiar face.

    "Oh my, you're using a magic tool, huh? Honestly, I heard you're Asian but seeing a white guy threw me off..."

    No sooner did I close the door than he trailed off, frozen in place.

    "T-that, t-that!"

    His extended finger trembled in the air.

    Wondering what was causing his reaction, I saw Berta reclining against the sofa's armrest with her tail stretched out.

    Stammering multiple times, Yang Taeho suddenly took a step back.

    Grabbing my shoulder firmly, he urgently spoke.

    "Is-isn't that a beastfolk? And a kid at that?"

    "That's correct."

    "Gosh, what a headache!"

    Curious why he asked about something so obvious, I recalled he might have had reasons.

    "Those fellas are incredibly touchy about their kids!"

    Unfamiliar with his southern dialect, I hadn't understood at first why the ashen-faced Yang Taeho was asking.

    But the following words clarified his warning.

    "Don't you know about the commotion in Breche? It completely blew up!"

    He seemed to be emphasizing the sensitivity of beastfolk regarding their children's safety.

    And indeed, it was true. Beastfolk were quite sensitive about their fellow kin and particularly about protecting their young.

    Just recently, there was a massive hunt in Breche related to this concern.

    The beastfolk uncovered a human trafficking ring they had long pursued in Breche.

    I've heard over 400 beastfolk capable of combat surrounded the Breche Castle.

    'It took two days to block teleportation and apprehend all involved; about a hundred died, they said?'

    Practically assaulting the castle, no orders or nobles voiced complaints.

    Seeing Horfe drenched in blood and requesting catnip would have dispelled any intention to protest.

    There was a palpable sense of intimidation, breathing carefully in his presence.

    Though I hadn't been there firsthand, just glimpsing through Horfe left its mark.

    'Yang Taeho must have witnessed the horror up close, more so than me.'

    Given that, his reaction made sense, and I didn't intend to leave him in misunderstanding.
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    "We know each other."

    "Huh?"

    "I often see her because the kid's family has deep ties with the owner of this mansion."

    After calmly explaining, he pushed away Yang Taeho's hand, which was holding his shoulder.

    "Oh my... So you have ties with the Beastfolk too?"

    "Just acquaintances at best."

    "I didn't think I'd be surprised anymore, but here we are."

    "Are you going to keep standing there? Have a seat."

    I gestured towards the sofa as I turned.

    Yang Taeho kept glancing at Berta while sitting opposite me.

    Berta, cautious of Yang Taeho, also went down from the sofa and peeked over the table.

    Watching the human and Beastfolk face off for a while, I broke the silence to change the atmosphere.

    "You got here quickly."

    "Huh? Oh, I just threw myself into the hospital and came right over."

    "Is your wife alright?"

    "I just set up the surgery schedule. She didn't want to go, so I practically dragged her to Seoul."

    Yang Taeho's wife had been continuously receiving treatment due to liver issues.

    A liver transplant would help, but his wife had been refusing surgery because of the cost.

    She seemed reluctant to spend a lot of money since her condition could be maintained with medication to some extent.

    "We have the same blood type, so I'm donating. I'll have to go back for the transplant."

    "We can adjust the schedule."

    "Thank you so much for saying that."

    Yang Taeho finally took his eyes off Berta and thanked me with a smiling face.

    "What about you? I heard on the community board there was a big fuss about Palao. Did you complete your mission?"

    "Yes, somehow."

    "But why do you look so scruffy?"

    "I haven't had a chance to clean up since I came in."

    Yang Taeho seemed more relaxed now, as he was curiously scanning the room.

    "Are you staying here?"

    "For now, yes. You can stay in the adjacent room for a while too. I've already arranged it."

    "For now? Does that mean later?"

    "I'm planning to set up a separate base for the party soon."

    It was something I had been considering for a while.

    "There are a few things left to wrap up."

    Leaving the Bennett mansion was already a decided course of action.

    "Well, since you're the brains, we'll do as you plan. Does it mean we must stay at the mansion?"

    "Of course not. We'll be going hunting from tomorrow."

    Getting Yang Taeho to Silver rank is a top priority.

    That way, we can monopolize the three and four-star corrupted areas as a party unit.

    'The random box can be obtained in a 4-star area by just 10 people.'

    That is the maximum number of people in a party. It means the system expects a clear with a group of that size.

    Completing a raid that used to take 200 people with just 10 can't be done with Bronze rank players.

    "Take a rest for today."

    I needed a break myself since I hadn't even washed after playing with Berta.

    "How can I sleep in such a splendid place? My heart is racing... argh!"

    Just like when I first entered this mansion, Yang Taeho let out an exclamation of admiration and suddenly jumped up.

    Below the table, Berta, who had crawled over, poked his leg.

    "What, what's that! Eeeek! Don't touch me!"

    Yang Taeho leaped onto the sofa with lightning speed, shrieking in fear.

    Just then, there was a knock on the door, followed by a familiar humming from outside.

    Hence, I could vaguely guess the identity of the unexpected guest.

    "Hello?"

    But, as soon as I saw Kim Yul, poking her finger at her cheek and grinning beyond the open door, I reflexively slammed the door shut.

    Bang-!

    The silence after shutting the door hard was brief.

    "Hehehehe."

    Kim Yul, opening the door with a laughing face, quickly popped in her head.

    On the other hand, I frowned at Kim Yul.

    "Try that again."

    "Our oppa doesn't like cute things, huh?"

    Kim Yul pursed her lips and mumbled, making my eyebrows twitch.

    If my girlfriend did that, I might have let it slide just this once.

    However, what use is a guy's charm who is equipped with the same things as mine?

    Moreover, Kim Yul had grown significantly taller over the past few months.

    His shoulders were broad enough to be similar to mine.

    Thanks to this, the cute image he had when we first met was almost gone.

    "Just get to the point."

    As I coldly remarked, Kim Yul's face brightened into a radiant smile.

    "How rude, just coming to see you!"

    Exuding sly charm, I shook my head no good-naturedly.

    "Hmm? There's a visitor? Hello!"

    In the meantime, Kim Yul, who smoothly entered the room, greeted Yang Taeho.

    "Oh, nice to meet you."

    Yang Taeho awkwardly returned the greeting with a smile, while I gave a light tap on Kim Yul's head.

    "Don't act innocent, it's sickening."

    "Haha, can't fool you."

    He must have been playing somewhere in the mansion even before I arrived.

    This was evident because the entire community was filled with buzz due to the exclusive mission of the Order of Palao.

    That meant he had been waiting for me, who just finished the mission.

    'Since Rashar really likes him, she must have given him a room.'

    I could easily imagine what might have happened while I was away from the mansion.

    'And yet, he's pretending nothing happened.'

    I inwardly clicked my tongue and took a seat.

    Meanwhile, Kim Yul bent down under the table, giggling, and reached out a hand.

    "Hello, Berta? Oppa is here."

    "Squeak!"

    Berta, who seemed curious about Yang Taeho, was startled and fled.

    I chuckled aloud as I watched Berta dart out of the room like an arrow.

    Seeing how Berta avoided Kim Yul like the plague always amused me.

    Kim Yul was a person beloved by nearly everyone at Bennett's mansion.

    On his first or second visit, he quickly became friends with the mansion staff.

    Neither Chandler nor Rashar were exceptions.

    Whenever he had spare time, he entertained with expert-level singing and dancing, casually telling light jokes—nobody could dislike him.

    He was practically the mansion's idol.

    Because of this, he was now so accustomed to coming and going from the Bennett mansion as if it were his own home.

    But Berta would be busy escaping whenever she saw Kim Yul.

    'Well, it's obvious since she gets pestered all day if caught.'

    To Berta, it was only natural to flee since Kim Yul would fawn over her like a doll whenever he saw her.

    "By the way, who is this gentleman?"

    With Berta gone, Kim Yul's interest shifted to Yang Taeho.

    "You're not part of Palao's faction, obviously."

    "Neither are you."

    The symbol above Yang Taeho's head was of Patience's Temoria.

    Kim Yul had a symbol of Diligence's Finelpenia above his head.

    Among the two from different factions, it was Yang Taeho who first introduced himself.

    He looked between me and Kim Yul, chuckling awkwardly as he offered his hand.

    "Oh, sorry for the late introduction. I'm a new tanker in the team! Codename is Pudding, and my real name's Yang Taeho."

    "... Joined the team?"

    "But why isn't this friend on the party list?"

    Kim Yul cocked his head to the side with every word Yang Taeho spoke.

    Then, at some point, he turned to me with shimmering eyes and exclaimed.

    "Include me too!"

    I looked at Yang Taeho's hand awkwardly hanging in the air and turned to Kim Yul.

    "You're forming a party, right? I wanna join too!"

    "Hey, you weren't a party member?"

    Ignoring a puzzled Yang Taeho behind, Kim Yul pushed his face closer towards me.

    I pushed his face away, irritated.

    Of course, I was still contemplating quietly.

    'This guy's a melee damage dealer, right?'

    From what I recalled, Kim Yul's gear was indeed designed for close-range combat.

    Two daggers were strapped around his waist, and two smaller backup daggers were on his thighs.

    'They might be too light to use as main weapons, though.'

    While I intended to form a proper party, I wasn't going to haphazardly turn him away.

    From my hunting experience with Kim Yul, he wasn't the most satisfactory candidate.

    Although it was just one time, Kim Yul hadn't shown anything particularly noteworthy to me then.

    'Nevertheless, it's too early to conclude he's amateurish now.'

    Seeing how that guy has surely put in effort in his way, I decided to give him a chance.

    "Preferred position?"

    Upon showing a positive attitude, Kim Yul's voice brimmed with energy.

    "I'm capable of DPS and support!"

    "Attributes."

    "Storm, rank 3."

    I scrutinized Kim Yul for a moment and appended one more question.

    "Intermediate?"

    "Ranked up from low."

    "Hmm."

    That was quite promising. It implied Kim Yul might attain a rank four attribute.

    Judging from the information available thus far, attributes seemed to depend more on innate talent than effort.

    'Some people can't manifest attribute mana even using attribute stones, so it's pretty straightforward.'

    Such individuals have no choice but to invest solely in regular mana instead of getting attribute mana as mission rewards.

    Of course, reallocating to a higher-ranked attribute stone may not always yield an improvement either.

    The potential disparity in initial skills causes a broad variance, even among those lucky enough to gain attributes.

    The base for low-rank attribute stone provides 2-3 stars, intermediate-rank attribute stone provides 3-4 stars, and a high-rank attribute stone provides 4-5 stars attributes.

    If a person gets only two stars from a low-rank attribute stone, they can't manifest any further potential.

    Some people even gain attributes like one of the four basic elements falling within two stars after using intermediate or high-rank attribute stones.

    'Such folks inherently possess two-star attributes.'

    In contrast, individuals whose low-rank attribute stones yield three stars may consider trying intermediate-rank stones once more.

    Reviews on the community suggest that there are testimonies of players who have upgraded their three-star attributes to four-star attributes by doing this.

    'Hyung said he got 3-star attributes with a intermediate attribute stone.'

    Kim Yul got three stars with a low-rank attribute stone. The possibility of striving for four stars using a higher-rank attribute stone exists.

    Just that potential alone made him worth considering a recruitment.

    'It might be the ceiling, though....'

    Frankly, three stars is a decent grade.

    Based on what has been revealed so far, over half of the players apparently don't have attributes.

    Over 70-80% of those remaining fall within the four basic elements at two stars.

    Players possessing above three-star attributes are relatively rare.

    'The base for Storm must be Wind.'

    Wind as a base attribute gives immense versatility.

    Essentially, fire and wind are linked predominantly with offensive magical skills, whereas earth and water are typically associated with defense and support skills.

    Among these, only fire is entirely offensive, whereas wind offers a beneficial balance between offense and support.

    Achieving four stars would be ideal.

    As I gently tapped my knees and sorted my thoughts, I raised the final question.

    "Current skills?"

    Kim Yul seemed to have been waiting eagerly for this inquiry and opened his status window.

    Skipping over the private section, I examined the skill and magic list.

    Skills: Mana Manipulation (66.14%), Brata Dagger Technique (lv.1 - 99.68%)

    Magic: Invisibility (100%), Stealth (77.32%), Dagger Throw (lv.2 - 53.11%), Gale (44.91%), bind (67.24%)

    'Not bad....'

    His collection of skills compensates for his foundational gaps neatly.

    'It's perfect for serving as a substitute position.'

    Even though he lacked a significant area-of-effect magic, that made him more appealing.

    'With this setup, he fits well in a supporting role.'

    Lacking raw power, the magic types he excelled in were primarily support-oriented, suitable for a sub-drawing position.

    Moreover, he had Stealth, something I didn't possess.

    Furthermore, Kim Yul belonged to Diligence's Finelpenia, known for offering the title 'Chaser' through its Order blessing.

    'The effects of said title were distinctive.'

    Reportedly, it allowed one to glean past events through traces like footprints or bloodstains.

    It was leagues above mere Mana Detection, which only verified presence or absence.

    'Completely tracking traces, almost like when I inferred Rashar's past, deriving from his Finelpenia's authority.'

    Overall, it indicated he was a fitting candidate for searching, sneaking, and serving as a sub-dealer role within the party.

    The status window was almost designed for targeting the sub-dealer position.

    "Huh."

    I never understood why Kim Yul generally hovered around me.

    Nevertheless, witnessing it in such a definitive form stirred different emotions.

    After watching Kim Yul beam cheerfully at me for a while, I spoke lightly,

    "Tomorrow, we're going hunting. Let's see what you've got."

    "I can exhibit my capability anytime! I'm a prepared trainee, no, a prepared talent!"

    Despite being a former idol trainee, his self-promotional skills were top-notch.

    But, I had no intention of stepping out today.

    "Tomorrow. I just finished a mission this morning."

    "Then do I get to sleep here today?"

    He even asking back slyly with that.

    "You already have your room here."

    "Got caught, hehehe."

    He threw himself onto an empty couch and began chuckling.

    His antics weren't entirely annoying, and I couldn't help but chuckle, shaking my head.

    In the meantime, I decided to introduce Kim Yul to the bewildered-looking Yang Taeho, observing us.

    "He's a friend I've known since the early stages of the game."

    Since Kim Yul had yet to introduce himself properly.

    "His codename is K Junior, as you may have overheard, his joining isn't confirmed yet."

    Even though I've known him for a long time, if he doesn't meet expectations, I won't accommodate him.

    "Huh, then he isn't a senior but rather a junior, huh?"

    "That's right."

    As I calmly nodded in response, Kim Yul suddenly spoke to Yang Taeho.
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    Chapter 118. Party Play (9)

    "I'm Kim Yul. Please take care of me, mister."

    "W-what, mister?"

    "Isn't there a twenty-year difference between us? I'm seventeen years old!"

    It somehow felt like I was being challenged.

    'Why is he acting like this all of a sudden?'

    Frowning slightly, I gave Kim Yul a warning.

    "Keep it appropriate."

    "Okay, I'll just call you hyung!"

    His tone still felt oddly sharp.

    As I openly frowned, Kim Yul quickly stood up.

    "Hyung, you haven't even gotten a chance to wash up, have you? I'll give you some space!"

    I wasn't sure why someone so sociable was giving Yang Taeho a hard time.

    As the atmosphere began to settle, I felt a strong desire to rest.

    "Hyung-nim, you go rest too. You can use the room right next to this one."

    "Oh, alright."

    As Kim Yul and then Yang Taeho left the room, I finally got some rest.

    * * *

    My rest didn't last long. Around dusk, Berta quietly appeared again.

    'At least it's a relief that she's not nocturnal.'

    After dinner, I played with her for a few hours, and soon, she nodded off. I picked up the sleeping Berta gently.

    It was now quite routine to rock her while singing a lullaby.

    Thanks to this, Berta soon fell asleep, breathing softly and evenly.

    There were times when Berta slept in my room, but today, I wanted to sleep more comfortably. So I decided to take her to her room.

    'The tooth that got shaken when he kicked me still aches.'

    The place I arrived at, passing through the darkened corridor, was on the third floor, not far from Rashar's bedroom.

    I tucked Berta in and, on my way out, heard a click. Turning around, I saw Rashar's study door opening.

    "Haa."

    Rashar emerged, letting out a deep sigh while rubbing her face.

    Normally, she'd notice immediately if there were someone in the corridor, even if it was dark.

    It seemed she either didn't notice my presence or was ignoring me.

    'Judging by how tired she looks, it seems to be the former.'

    Not certain, I decided to make my presence known.

    "Is it over now?"

    Rashar flinched and immediately turned her head towards me.

    Judging by her surprise, it seemed she genuinely hadn't noticed I was there due to exhaustion.

    Rashar's golden eyes, which had been staring at me, soon shifted sideways again.

    "... As you see."

    Hearing her murmur such a response, I almost burst out laughing.

    I held back, thinking nothing good would come from laughing just then, but I couldn't help but smirk a little and casually covered my mouth with my hand.

    Using a calm voice, I asked, "Are you still sulking?"

    "No, I'm not."

    Her swift reply gave her away.

    'I can see right through you when you say you're not sulking.'

    I leaned against the wall, folding my arms.

    Right now, neither a positive nor a negative response would fit the situation.

    No matter what I say, it would be an ambiguous answer, so it seemed better to wait for a while.

    How many minutes had passed like that?

    Taking a peek at me from time to time, Rashar sighed deeply and declared surrender.

    "I'm not sulking. It's just... I felt a bit let down."

    Now somewhat amused, I stepped towards Rashar.

    "There are many things to feel let down about."

    The awkwardness began about a week ago, after I mentioned I would prepare a separate place after leaving the mansion.

    The discussion unexpectedly turned into an argument then, and we hadn't talked one-on-one since.

    Reaching her side, I spoke in as calm a tone as I could.

    "I'll establish a base at Habon, so I'll come and go frequently, just like now."

    "......."

    "So there's nothing to feel let down about."

    When I first said I would leave the mansion, Rashar asked if there were any inconveniences living there.

    But I had none.

    'I've been quite comfortable here.'

    My decision to find a new place didn't stem from the place being uncomfortable or burdened by Rashar's help.

    'This situation of me receiving special treatment is ripe for internal conflict.'

    According to Joseph, there was already talk among players affiliated with Palao.

    The chatter came from those who didn't look kindly upon me, and while I didn't particularly care about it personally, I couldn't just ignore that the Apostle of the Order was rumored to be at the forefront of discrimination while I continued to stay.

    If the Bennett family didn't plan to house and feed all Palao-affiliated players, then it was right for me to leave.

    I honestly wanted to move out sooner but dealing with more pressing matters took precedence.

    Between forming the core, ranking up to Silver, training in spear techniques, and understanding Bihar's history and power structure, I had a mountain of tasks.

    Living each day in moments was the only way to meet my objectives.

    Given my relentless schedule, I couldn't afford to relinquish the optimal environment given to me due to what others might say or do.

    Rashar supported me unfailingly during this time.

    'Listening to remarks she didn't have to hear, all because of me.'

    Despite that, not a single complaint came from her side, so now it's my turn to consider her feelings.

    Ultimately, any criticism directed at Rashar was essentially because of me.

    Even if she continued to be opposed to my decision, I intended to finalize the building contract and move out soon.

    'I've even scoped out a few places.'

    With Yang Taeho recruited, the timing felt just right.

    "My staying elsewhere won't change anything."

    I made my intentions clear.

    "And just in case, let me assure you, we're well aware your efforts and the Order's support for us are beyond satisfactory."

    If her objections were based on that, they were unnecessary.

    I playfully flicked Rashar's forehead, saying, "So let's drop the subject, agreed?"

    After a slight pause, Rashar replied, "... Understood. I respect your decision."

    While she seemed more at ease than when she was pretending not to sulk, her voice remained downcast.

    "But... it doesn't make it any less disappointing."

    "Come on, what's so disappointing about it?"

    "I enjoyed thinking I'd made a pleasant friend during your stay. It was fun hearing about the tales of your world during our meals together."

    Though it was the first time I heard her say it, I wasn't surprised.

    Rashar genuinely liked me, and I felt the same about her.

    What began as seeing her as an ally sailing in the same boat had somehow transformed into a true friendship.

    'Despite our differences.'

    Our actions and thought processes were worlds apart, yet I never felt distant from her.

    Unlike Ahel, whom I always felt awkward around.

    'Turns out I do prefer certain people.'

    Reflecting on this, I spoke with a laugh, "You make it sound like I'm moving to another country."

    I reassured her to visit anytime since we'd be in the same city, having added my words with a lighthearted tone, Rashar's expression visibly relaxed.

    We stood there, discussing the past week's happenings before retreating to our respective rooms to conclude the day.

    "Come to think of it... I've never mentioned this."

    "What?"

    "I'm truly grateful to you."

    Since my arrival, she felt things were progressing smoothly.

    A sense of discomfort settled in when Rashar expressed gratitude alongside a gleaming smile, making my fingertips itch.

    Instead, a weight akin to indigestion sat heavily in my chest.

    "No amount of soothing words will change my mind about leaving."

    So I intentionally added a playful tone to my response as if it were no big deal.

    Rashar chuckled, acknowledging with a resigned nod.

    "Understood."

    "See you tomorrow."

    As I walked through the dim corridor, leaving Rashar behind, my mind and heart felt unsettled.

    Perhaps it was discomfort from the gratitude she'd expressed.

    After all, I wasn't making sacrifices for her.

    To Rashar, any assistance from me was merely a byproduct of my pursuit of my own goals.

    Nothing I did was solely for Rashar or Bihar.

    In fact, I was using them to meet my ambitions.

    If furthering my cause meant ending our symbiosis.

    'I won't hesitate.'

    Sentimental feelings wouldn't alter my objectives or choices.

    Preventing the monsters outside from infiltrating Earth was paramount.

    Even if I had to forfeit all relationships and connections I've built, I would endure.

    'Despite any discomfort.'

    I could endure it. My resolve and determination were unwavering.

    That's why gratitude felt awkward to me.

    'Pointless thoughts.'

    I ascended the stairs, stomping on the emotions whispering in my heart.

    * * *

    Kim Yul's test concluded quicker than anticipated.

    Whether he spent the past few months grinding his teeth in training, his skills were near flawless.

    With Kim Yul supporting us through crowd-control techniques, our pace in hunting mobs quickened substantially.

    Most importantly, I saw a fierce determination in his sweat-drenched form pursuing our targets.

    An unwavering resolve to pass and earn his place.

    For that resolve alone, I deemed him worthy of enhancing his value.

    Thus, I selected Kim Yul as the second member of my party, following Yang Taeho.

    Subsequently, I set off to an area far from the forward base, the corrupted area, to start camping.

    Focusing on raising them both into the Silver rank.

    'Both have laid a good foundation.'

    Thanks to their preparation, structured character building was feasible.

    'While raising them to Silver rank, I'll also focus on increasing the ratio of attribute mana.'

    Attribute mana, being pure and uncontaminated, held no risk of corruption.

    Unlike general mana, which depletes with shop use, its significance diverged greatly.

    Hence, I focused more on clearing 1-star areas to destroy Messeo, a priority over 2-stars for gaining general mana.

    This allowed me to gather attribute mana faster than planned.

    Although both of them suffered from bouts of nausea and exhaustion multiple times during the process.

    Neither considered quitting, persisting through my rigorous pace.

    Thus, five days later, Kim Yul reached the milestone of 100,000 mana first.

    "I'm a Silver rank now!"

    Suddenly excited at reaching 100,000 mana, I tried calming him down.

    "Hey, wait...."

    "Aaahh!"

    It seemed I was a moment too late.

    Kim Yul had already interacted with the system window before I could speak.

    'He should've listened.'

    I looked empathetically at Kim Yul, writhing on the ground.

    Surely, he saw the same system prompt I once faced.

    「Would you like to undergo your second awakening? (Y/N)」

    It was a simple, concise phrase, but pressing "Yes" meant experiencing hell.

    It felt as if my body shattered and then reassembled.

    From personal experience, I knew just how excruciating it was.

    The sensation of bones being forcibly extracted, I never wanted to endure again.

    Experiencing that agony revealed why the system offered a choice for the second awakening.

    Unlike the first, the player's consent for the second awakening depended purely on them.

    'When the tutorial began.'

    But during the second awakening, the player had the choice, and the reason was simple.

    'When mana increases, it often implies ongoing combat.'

    In such a scenario, undergoing an agonizing awakening could be a death sentence.

    Being forced into such severe pain mid-battle practically equaled a death verdict.

    'It's no different than telling us to die?'

    The system allowed players to choose the awakening timing to prevent their untimely deaths.

    The explanation was perfectly rational and irrefutable.

    Yet, the clearer it became, the more infuriating it was.

    'If they're going to give us a choice, why not include a warning?'

    Informing us of the intense pain, would've at least mentally prepared us before hitting "Yes".

    'How hard is it to include a short warning message?'

    It really felt like there was no care for the players in the system.

    Despite feeling sorry for Kim Yul on the floor, I instinctively criticized the system.

    However, time couldn't be wasted any longer.

    Carrying the unconscious Kim Yul, who couldn't withstand the pain, I resumed hunting.

    I had to ensure Yang Taeho reached Silver rank soon as well.

    As I continued group hunting, Kim Yul repeatedly woke, fainted, and woke again.

    By nightfall on the second day, Yang Taeho also reached the cusp of his second awakening.

    Perhaps hesitant due to the example set by Kim Yul, Yang Taeho was reluctant to proceed.

    Unable to bear it any longer, I urged him.

    By the time all party members had achieved Silver rank, the system's mission prompt appeared.

    MISSION

    「Main Scenario Act 1 Chapter 3: The Dawn of Counterattack」

    The Biharis, buoyed by the players' support, began pushing back the frontline. Utilizing this momentum, they plan an advance on Callum Castle from the central front. Players are to aid in the reclamation of Callum Castle.

    「Rewards」

    Participation Reward: Choose from the following rewards

    • 500 Mana, 25 Reputation

    • 250 Attribute Mana, 50 Reputation

    Ranking Reward: Tiered rewards based on rank (1~?)

    • Victory Ceremony Participation

    • Order rewards (medal, equipment, prize money, etc.)

    • Free Store Coupon

    • Achievement 200

    • Blessing of the God

    ※ Rankings are tallied based on degree of mission contribution.

    A main scenario mission, absent since the enrollment test, awaited us.

    It marked the first battlefield for our party's debut.
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    Chapter 119. Survival(1)

    At the beginning of the Lakriol Valley, leading west from the Loborre Castle to the Callum Castle, many tents were set up, too many to take in at a glance.

    "'Unit 4, regiment 2, division 2, corps 5, 1st Army Headquarters in charge of the Center of the Order Army.'"

    This was the camp of the battalion under the command of Baron Hezel Bolvita.

    There, people clad in armor decorated with the World Tree insignia were bustling about with stern expressions.

    "Move quickly!"

    "There are troops isolated in the Devlan Valley!"

    "Damn, we need to organize a rescue team. Report to the battalion commander first!"

    "Squad leader! The Outsiders have arrived with supply reinforcements. What should we do?"

    "They're already here? Hmm... Hey, outsiders. We need to verify the quantities, so please wait for a moment. I'll call Sir Anata."

    Despite the slightly tumultuous and chaotic atmosphere.

    "Whew, we have arrived."

    "The valley's right next to us, so what should we do? Shall we go together?"

    "Let's make the report first, then move."

    After a four-day journey, we arrived at our destination and each one of us relaxed in our own way.

    "It really was tough camping in an area that wasn't purified."

    This mission involved not only our party but other players participating in a supply transport mission as well.

    In a large group, keeping a watch was more efficient, so a boundary stone wasn't used.

    This kept us slightly on edge for the entire four days.

    "I woke up a couple of times in the night to check the map."

    Moreover, our sleeping arrangements consisted of just a cheap blanket on the cold ground.

    Anyone who didn't find this exhausting would be superhuman.

    Massaging my aching shoulders, I took a good look around the bustling camp.

    As I turned my head, I could hear the tinkling sound of the perception-disabling magic tool hanging on my ear.

    Just then, I locked eyes with someone striding towards me.

    A silver-haired individual and a brown-haired individual, it was the silver-haired one who spoke first.

    "Who is in charge?"

    Raising my hand calmly, I handed over the paper I had kept safely in my inventory for the past four days.

    It was a document listing the items and quantities of provisions brought for the 500 soldiers of the battalion, including food supplies, emergency medicine, bandages, weapons, etc.

    Accepting the paper, the silver-haired individual extended a handshake towards me and introduced himself.

    "I am Anata Sermangel, the administrative officer."

    "I'm K."

    Though a slight twitch ran through the hand holding mine, it was brief.

    Anata continued, maintaining a nonchalant expression.

    "Let's verify the quantities first."

    "Certainly."

    "The others should follow this knight; they'll assign you to quarters."

    Upon hearing Anata's words, the players who had participated in the transport mission with me moved towards their respective quarters.

    Having not been able to bathe properly for four days, they desperately needed rest.

    "Hyung, do you want us to go ahead?"

    "Sure."

    "We'll save a spot, so wrap it up quickly and come over."

    Kim Yul and Yang Taeho also left, and I headed towards the cart with Anata to verify the supplies.

    I assisted him from the side as he checked the quantities, eager to finish quickly and rest from the fatigue engulfing me.

    "There wasn't anything particularly tough."

    With a map, the transport mission was considerably easier for me.

    I could completely avoid unnecessary fights and take the safest routes past monsters.

    Yet, in terms of preference, it leaned towards dislike.

    Constantly verifying the document-provided quantities against the physical supplies and managing grains to prevent spoilage entailed much attention, making it an unwelcome mission.

    "Nevertheless, it offers substantial contribution points."

    Although demanding more attention than mere hunting, the mission's results were worthwhile.

    MISSION

    「Sub-scenario: Supply Transport」

    Transport supplies to the battalion under the Baron Hezel Bolvita of the Unit 4, regiment 2, division 2, corps 5, 1st Army Headquarters of the Order Army.

    「Rewards」

    • Main scenario contribution points between 200 to 300

    "Catching minions offers up to just 50."

    Supply transport gives up to 300 points, six times the amount.

    No wonder players were increasingly eager to take on transport missions.

    However, supply missions provided less mana to absorb compared to organized hunting.

    Yet, between mana and contribution points, the latter was more critical for now.

    When the main scenario mission concluded, presence at the victory ceremony mattered.

    "I must dedicate time to absorb mana later."

    As I mulled over these thoughts alone, Anata, who was checking food supplies on the cart, spoke.

    "K of Palao."

    "I heard your name is famous among the Outsiders."

    Apparently, this was about to be a déjà vu of the tiresome routine experienced repeatedly since coming to the central region.

    Grinning lightly, I turned to Anata and replied,

    "I'm not famous just among Outsiders."

    Literally, my name was equally well-known among both players and the people of Bihar.

    "... You don't seem to like the fame?"

    Anata, pretending otherwise, focused his gaze on me, evidencing his intent to gauge my reaction.

    Sensing this, I was certain. If I stayed still, he'd subtly bring up the recruitment topic.

    To prevent such discussions preemptively, showing my stance upfront was necessary.

    "The constant talks about switching sides are really irritating me."

    If he were to bring up a similar topic, it meant he'd be making a futile effort.

    "... I see."

    Luckily, understanding prevailed this time.

    "The one I met before leaving was stubborn as a mule."

    Someone had pestered me incessantly with praises of the Order of Temoria, urging me to switch sides.

    Had this person followed me outside the castle, my irritation would've compelled a drastic action in solitude.

    On the contrary, Anata seemed more perceptive, pulling back the moment he sensed my discomfort.

    Thanks to that, I could swiftly conclude the quantity verification without enduring another recruitment suggestion.

    「Congratulations! You have successfully completed the MISSION - Sub-scenario: Supply Transport.」

    「As a reward, you receive 300 contribution points for the main scenario.」

    Upon confirming the clear message, I followed the soldier assigned by Anata to my quarters.

    On the path to the designated tent within the camp, players' whispers reached my ears.

    "Ah?"

    "Wow, it's K."

    "Is that really him?"

    "Yes, I saw him in Viceta."

    "The equipment is amazing. What's that on his back?"

    "I heard his personality is fierce."

    "Hey, that person over there is K, isn't he?"

    "I thought someone said he was Asian?"

    Judging by the unfamiliar faces, these weren't the folks who arrived with me transporting supplies.

    "They must be the ones clearing minions in the surrounding area."

    From the main scenario Act 3 spawns over dozens of sub-scenarios.

    The most common mission is dealing with minions to support main troop activities.

    Among them, there are even production-type missions supporting weapon manufacturing, so the variety is extensive.

    Before the transport mission, my teammates and I was also involved in such missions.

    If a camp is nearby while those missions are underway, players could entrust their personal safety there.

    The people recognizing and whispering about me must belong to that case.

    "Tsk."

    I fiddled with the perception-disabling magic earring.

    I couldn't imagine how I would've managed without it.

    After continuing under curious stares for what seemed a short stretch, I reached Tent 53 where Kim Yul's party chat led me.

    Moving aside the tent flap to enter, a familiar scene welcomed me.

    Kim Yul, lying wide across a bed with his top off.

    And Yang Taeho, sitting on a bed one spot away, engrossed in a small book, giving off an awkward atmosphere without looking at each other.

    Yet, their eyes were drawn to me as I entered.

    "The clear message popped, so I thought you'd be here by now. Come on."

    "Sure."

    "We've already bathed. There's some water, so you should freshen up, too."

    "Got it, thanks."

    I settled on the vacant bed between them.

    In the past days, it became a familiar routine. The relationship among my chosen teammates was hardly friendly.

    "I thought Taeho-hyung was trying to get along with Kim Yul."

    Kim Yul tended to be confrontational.

    His attitude had persisted long enough that even Yang Taeho stopped making efforts to bond.

    "If it had escalated into conflict, I'd have scolded them myself."

    Kim Yul never crossed an unacceptable line.

    Under such circumstances, it was awkward for me to intervene and insist they get along well.

    'Of course, harmonious relations would be preferable.'

    Even if not, as long as they fulfilled their roles well in combat, it was not problematic.

    Individuals have characteristics, likes, and dislikes.

    An appropriate distance within a professional relationship sometimes proved more advantageous.

    Hence, I didn't intend to pressure them into being friendly.

    After unloading my gear, I went behind the tent where Taeho had prepared fresh water to wash away the dust and monster's blood.

    Returning while shaking off my damp hair, the sun started to set.

    Given the high altitude, what remains of the day would soon descend into night.

    During this moment, Kim Yul stretched on the bed and inquired,

    "Shall we divide up the rewards first, or eat?"

    "Eat first."

    "They distribute the meals at the nearby clearing, so what do you want to do? We could have a quick bite with what we brought. Cup noodles, protein bars, sausages... Loads of options."

    "Save the Earth food."

    We don't know when we'll have to camp again, so there's no reason to waste preserved food.

    "Then, go for the meal distribution? Want me to fetch it?"

    "Why run back and forth?"

    After solving a meal with army-provided food, we'd have to wash our personal dishes by the water.

    Instead of back-and-forth trips from the clearing to the tent, it was better to handle things simply on-site.

    "Let's just go and eat there."

    We'd be encountering folks there anyway, so I prepared to go out while putting on my shoes.

    "Okay!"

    Kim Yul also hopped up from his bed and donned a top.

    "How about you, hyung?"

    "I was getting hungry anyway, so I'll join."

    With three of us crowdedly heading for food, light-hearted chatter would have seemed misplaced.

    Without much dialogue, we arrived at the clearing for meal distribution to find players already lined up before a large cauldron.

    We received thin soup, dried rations, and jerky in wooden bowls acquired from a general store.

    Though meager in amount, combined with the hard bread from shops, it was filling enough.

    Settling on a nearby rock, as we began our meal.

    "K, there you are."

    A voice accurately addressing me prompted me to lift my head, recognizing the familiar face.

    "Sir Jerome."

    I promptly stood up and offered my hand.

    The man's name was Jerome Hatchel.

    He was a devout follower of Palao and an aide to the battalion commander, baron Hezel Bolvita.

    Moreover, he'd been friends with Alio, head of security of the Palao temple in Habon, since their page days.

    Through Alio's introduction, I had gotten acquainted with Jerome as well.

    "Thank you for your efforts traveling a long way. How have you been?"

    "As for me, I was mostly worried knowing you were headed to a dangerous place. Seeing you're safe, I'm relieved."

    "Hahaha, having lived by the sword my entire life, this much is nothing. By the way, who are these people?"

    "They're my team."

    "I see."

    After a brief exchange and introductions, jerome and I moved to a place less crowded with signs of human presence.

    One reason I chose to eat here was for this meeting, after all.

    Without further delay, I raised the topic at hand.

    "How is the Baron?"

    "Not decided yet."

    Jerome's response had me clicking my tongue inwardly.

    "Tsk, what an indecisive fool."

    I was expressing my frustration with the decision-making of a Baron Hezel Bolvita, someone I'd never met.

    It had been five days since I'd discreetly suggested something to him through Jerome, yet he was still contemplating it.
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    "Are they really planning to advance in this state?"

    The 4th Battalion had completed their supply replenishment through us today.

    Therefore, according to the orders from the headquarters, they had to participate in the battle at Callum Castle.

    The problem was that the battle nearby the barracks set up at the Lacrimal Valley was too intense.

    "I heard the damage to the knights is significant."

    The news of the 4th Battalion's struggle had even reached my location in the rear. When I heard that news, I recalled Jerome, whom I had learned about through Alio. I vaguely remembered the unit he was assigned to in the reorganized religious army.

    If there was a priest or holy knight from the Palao order in the 4th Battalion, it wasn't difficult to have real-time conversations.

    I contacted Jerome through the Palao priest accompanying the 4th Battalion for the soldiers' confessions.

    And through him, I could subtly probe Baron Bolvita, the person in charge of the 4th Battalion.

    "I suggested having players accompany the next battle."

    It wasn't difficult to plan this out. The outcome, however, wasn't very favorable.

    "Sigh."

    I couldn't help but swallow a sigh that naturally came out. The reason I took up the escort mission was to accumulate contribution points.

    However, the reason I chose the escort mission bound for the 4th Battalion among the many supply escort missions was different.

    "I thought it was an opportunity."

    According to what Jerome found out, the 4th Battalion had lost nearly 20% of their knights. This meant they needed reinforcements.

    "But it's impossible."

    Bihar had not been successful in training new recruits from the start. With a desperate population shortage, how could there be new recruits?

    Every year, squires were knighted, but the number of dying knights was always greater.

    The number of those volunteering as soldiers was also continuously decreasing. In such a situation, calling for troop reinforcements was futile.

    Knowing the current state of Bihar, I subtly introduced the idea of players.

    It would have been a tempting proposal for Baron Bolvita, who had lost nearly 20% of his knights.

    Indeed, through my conversation with Jerome, I discerned that his inclination was leaning towards wanting reinforcements at any cost.

    'I spent four days coming all the way here.'

    "Why hasn't he made a decision yet?"

    What did he hear in those four days? Did the religious order put pressure on him?

    There was no way to know the exact reason unless I directly asked the Baron. Yet, even without knowing the reason, it wasn't hard to understand the situation.

    With little time remaining and if the Baron continued to delay his decision, the outcome was obvious.

    'Wasted effort.'

    If Baron Bolvita ultimately chose not to advance with players, the past four days would be wasted. Even if I intensified hunting on the way back, time once lost wouldn't return.

    "Tch."

    In the end, unable to restrain myself, I clicked my tongue briefly. Jerome noticed my mood and apologized.

    "I apologize. I wanted to be of help..."

    "Sir Jerome, it's not your fault."

    I was the one who proposed it in the first place. Jerome had willingly stepped up to assist in what might be an inconvenient task, so he had no reason to apologize.

    "If it works out, great; if not, we'll just have to find another way."

    "Even so... I'll try speaking more assertively one more time."

    "Don't push yourself."

    I was an outsider, but Jerome would continue to work with Baron Bolvita, who was an insider.

    If my unreasonable request put him in a difficult position, the network would become meaningless.

    To maintain a network where one can exchange necessary favors when needed, one must also consider the convenience of their counterparts.

    Hence, I diverted the topic so Jerome wouldn't broach the same subject again.

    "By the way, how is Callum Castle?"

    The Palao order provided some information, but it was my habit to collect data from various sources when the opportunity presented itself.

    "It still seems too early to claim dominance."

    For some reason, despite the relentless pressure from the religious army, the primary enemy forces were not showing any movement.

    While clashes between evolved species and the main army were occurring outside the castle walls, they were just meaningless battles with no real significance to the tides of war.

    "There seem to be a lot of meat shields."

    The conversation with Jerome continued for quite a while after that. But everything has an end.

    "When we meet at the base, let's have a meal together."

    "I'd love that. Reach out through Sir Alio once you're back."

    "Alright, then I'll take my leave."

    I promised Jerome for our next meeting and headed back to my party members deep in thought.

    The reason I put so much effort into finding a spot to be involved, even arranging behind-the-scenes maneuvers, was that there were too few ways for players to accumulate contribution points.

    'Whether it's because they think we're not ready yet or they don't trust us, I'm not sure.'

    There was no move to involve players in the front lines. Although this meant the number of casualties was not high, it also limited the players' roles.

    Players could only participate in supportive areas.

    'It's not a promising picture.'

    In this state, we couldn't expect great rewards. But given the episodes of the main scenario were finite.

    'Retaking Callum Castle isn't a recurring mission.'

    I needed to maximize the rewards obtained when the opportunity presented itself. If I remained quietly on the sidelines, players would miss out on chances.

    However, Palao, who could actively reflect my opinion, had a weak voice.

    "Although recent successes have brought back some devotees, they haven't regained past glory."

    So what choice do I have? I'd have to jump in even if it's by my efforts alone. When I heard about the 4th Battalion, I thought it was a great opportunity.

    "If it's canceled, I'll need to find another route."

    I pondered once more on ways to accumulate contribution points.

    "Hyung, come quickly! The soup is getting cold!"

    It was at that moment that I felt a strange gaze irritating my senses along with Kim Yul's urging voice.

    I frowned and strode toward the nearby rock. However, there was nothing where I'd expected someone to be.

    I frowned further, scanning the surroundings thoroughly. I did not forget to use Mana Detection, focusing mana in my eyes. But nothing was going to appear even if I did that.

    Staring into the empty space for a moment, I turned away with an uneasy mind.

    "This is strange."

    Ever since I arrived in Lo Brazil due to the main scenario, I'd occasionally felt a gaze as if someone were curiously observing from the shadows.

    The same feeling had prevented me from sleeping deeply during the supply transport.

    Even when I tried to confirm the source of these gazes, all I ever found was nothing, like now.

    "Am I becoming overly sensitive...?"

    Though it was uncomfortable to dismiss it as such, I couldn't dwell on this issue forever.

    "Let's just eat dinner."

    Upon returning to the spot, Yang Taeho and Kim Yul eagerly showed their interest.

    "What did they say?"

    Since I had already shared some information, both knew what was going on to some extent. I answered while finishing off the half-cooled soup.

    "So it's a wasted effort?"

    Yang Taeho regretfully clicked his tongue and asked me back.

    Kim Yul immediately countered his words.

    "It's premature to call it a wasted effort. It could just be a possibility."

    Correct, nothing was decided yet.

    "The Baron will have to make a decision by tomorrow morning. Let's wait until then."

    My words advised not to relax completely and to manage our condition well, so we could join the advance whenever necessary.

    "So we'll go if it happens?"

    Kim Yul confirmed once more, and I nodded without any hesitation.

    "Of course."

    That's why I mobilized every connection possible.

    "Okay."

    "Hmm... Got it."

    There was no opposition to the plan. By the time we concluded our conversation, I had finished my soup.

    The party members, who had finished their meals before me, returned to the barrack immediately.

    It was now time to distribute the loot obtained over the last four days.

    As we gathered in the barrack and retrieved the items from our inventory, Kim Yul spoke first.

    "We found two artifacts this time, right?"

    The loot obtained in Bihar wasn't limited to simple gold, jewels, or rusty weapons found in the field.

    Occasionally, items that bore special powers could be discovered as well.

    "The ones that are labeled as artifacts in the item window."

    They typically had descriptions related to someone's story, history, or footprints.

    The Kerak series that Yang Taeho and I obtained last time also counted as such artifact items.

    "And the shoes we found this time."

    「The Cowardly Yoril's Shoes」

    • Category: Artifact

    • Acquisition Difficulty: Unique

    • Rank: ★★★

    • Description: These shoes belonged to Yoril, who didn't realize his shoes had fallen off while fleeing from his comrades. Witnessed by the gaze of the Seven Gods, these shoes attained special powers. They allow the bearer to evade danger once, following Yoril's successful escape.

    • Usable Count: 0/1

    Found in a secluded rocky area, a single intact leather shoe lay abandoned, and picking it up revealed it to be an artifact item.

    Artifacts that could be procured in the field without a specific mission were generally limited in usage.

    Though they share some features with magic stones, they differ in their effects.

    "Magic stones mostly belong to natural elements or phenomena."

    In contrast, artifacts focus more on events, creating very perplexing uses at times.

    Another artifact item obtained this time around offered a prime example of such perplexity.

    「A Handkerchief of the Intellectually Disabled Pomir」

    • Category: Artifact

    • Acquisition Difficulty: Unique

    • Rank: ★

    • Description: This handkerchief was given to Pomir by his mother on the day he was drafted. He used it to wipe his tears until his death. Witnessed by the gaze of the Seven Gods, it attained special powers. You can draw Pomir's tears from the handkerchief at your desired moment.

    • Usable Count: 0/3

    "One's a dud, huh."

    Neither Yang Taeho nor I disputed Kim Yul's words. Artifacts are rare findings among loot.

    "It's amazing that we found two during the supply transport."

    Besides today's two artifact finds, I had two more prior artifacts in my possession: the Spear of Kerak and another ambiguous object like Pomir's handkerchief.

    "I put it up for auction, but it didn't sell."

    Given this situation, distributing the artifacts was tricky. After pondering over the loot for a while, I made a decision.

    "Let's give Yul the escape tool."

    With Invisibility magic, he might need to scout or reconnoiter alone. My suggestion of giving him the escape tool for emergencies met no opposition from Yang Taeho.

    "Before you use it, hand it over if someone else needs to act solo first."

    "Alright."

    Kim Yul agreed straightforwardly while packing the shoes.

    And as for the issue of the handkerchief...

    "I'll prepare a safe place in the party's base and store it there."

    I planned to store other unsold artifacts like that securely.

    "Alright, I don't have any objections."

    "Neither do I."

    The distribution of other pieces of loot, besides the artifacts, was completed neatly.

    Even worn-out weapons or dented shields might seem useless, but they can serve as materials when repairing gear through the shop's custom-making function.

    Managing equipment in this way consumes less mana compared to buying new tools.

    "Mana is involved in everything from start to finish."

    With no major disagreements, we concluded the distribution via personal maintenance time. First on the list was checking equipment.

    Swords often had pits to facilitate blood flow, but after battles, dried black blood would harden within those pits.

    So one had to clear the pathways to allow blood flow once again.

    There were numerous other inspections required. Cleaning leather or metal armor, tallying the number and types of magic stones possessed.

    This routine became familiar in just a few months. After concluding my personal maintenance, I immediately started mana training.

    Recently, my focus had been on reducing the time needed for mana condensation.

    While conducting maintenance and training, I awaited Baron Bolvita's decision.

    As expected, the following morning, baron Bolvita visited the player area at dawn.

    Subsequently, the same system notifications appeared in front of all players stationed at the 4th Battalion's camp.

    MISSION

    「Sub Scenario: Participation」

    Join the battle as support for the 4th Battalion belonging to the 2nd Regiment of the 2nd Division of the 5th Corps under the 1st Army Command of the Central Religious Army.

    「Reward」

    • Main Scenario Contribution 1000~2000, variable

    The numbers suggested it was a good thing to have tried probing with all the connections I had.
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    "What's going on? Why did we suddenly stop?"

    "Oh seriously, hurry up. We need to get into the rankings."

    Baron Bolvita had asked every player in the barracks for their willingness to participate.

    About a hundred players were tempted by this.

    This was roughly 80% of those staying in the barracks.

    The baron nodded his head at the number of participants for the mission.

    He seemed to think it might slightly fill the vacancies left by the knights.

    After all, every player was a force capable of wielding mana or using elemental magic.

    Soon after, the 4th battalion started their march.

    But after about four hours into their journey, the vanguard suddenly stopped.

    The reason became apparent quickly.

    "A blue flag... isn't that a courier's mark?"

    "Did some news come from the main unit?"

    "We could just use the homepage through a priest, so why a courier?"

    Though they were not fully aware of the details, it seemed there was a message from the main unit.

    There would be no further movement until the command verified the content.

    Indeed, the signal to halt the march soon went up.

    'Good timing.'

    I slyly left the formation to confirm something strange I had spotted earlier.

    "Hyung?"

    "Huh? Oh, were you calling for K?"

    Kim Yul and Yang Taeho, standing beside me, showed signs of confusion.

    But instead of answering, I crouched down low.

    The 4th battalion had emerged from a rugged, rocky valley region about two hours earlier.

    Due to the characteristics of the terrain being a stony mountain, there were still many rocks around, yet the green with trees and shrubs had increased.

    However, the environment around didn't merit what caught my eye.

    "What are you doing this time?"

    Yang Taeho approached and crouched beside me as I tilted my head upward, speaking.

    "Have you seen a fruit-bearing tree while coming here?"

    "Huh?"

    I hadn't. The trees I saw were all just green.

    Even after thoroughly scanning due to curiosity, there were no signs of fruit around.

    'But why is this here?'

    I didn't know the type or name, but this thing on the ground was unquestionably a fruit.

    It was mostly orange with spots of green, clearly indicating it was unripe.

    The part that touched the ground was mushy, but the upper part seemed surprisingly fresh.

    This meant that it hadn't fallen long ago.

    I picked up the fruit that was less than half the size of my hand.

    'Did a beast bring it here? Or a monster? Do they eat fruits? Could it have been dropped by the vanguard?'

    Considering the mushy bottom, it seemed unlikely.

    Moreover, it had many bruises from impacts.

    It looked like it had fallen from a great height.

    'No need to rack my brains about it.'

    I tried to deduce why this mysteriously unknown fruit was here but then stopped myself, remembering I had ways to easily confirm it now.

    "Kim Yul."

    "Yup?"

    Kim Yul, waiting a step back from Yang Taeho, responded quickly to my call.

    "What's up?"

    "How much is your mastery with the 'Tracker' trait?"

    "28 percent. I've been practicing whenever I get a chance......."

    Clink, scanning downwards, he caught sight of the small fruit in my hand.

    After taking a look around, he crouched down.

    "Hang on a bit."

    He then picked up the fruit from my hand.

    'Clever one.'

    Without needing extensive explanation, he swiftly deduced my intentions.

    I was quite pleased by his rapid and intuitive actions.

    Shortly, a faint golden ring appeared at the corner of Kim Yul's eyes as he took a deep breath.

    His gaze then moved past the fruit that was near mush to upwards.

    Following his line of sight, I caught a glimpse of what seemed like leaves extending from the top of a clifflike area.

    It appeared that there was a forest even at the top of the cliff.

    "There are palm prints. And traces of fruit juice on the cliff as well...... looks like it fell from above."

    "Hmm."

    "No tracks or other signs leading here. We'll have to go up there to know more."

    "If you're going to climb, you should inform the squad leader before heading up."

    Yang Taeho, the only one among us with military experience, added that moving without saying anything could lead to problems, turning to look at me.

    Kim Yul also watched me, waiting for my decision.

    I stood up and scanned the halted battalion.

    'Seems like they won't move immediately.'

    It wouldn't be a bad idea to check this while we had the time.

    It shouldn't take long to climb up and return.

    'They said there are quite a lot of Demi-humans who sided with them.'

    There could be spies monitoring the troop's movement path.

    'Checking it will ease my mind.'

    After a brief hesitation, I made a decision and spoke.

    "Wait a moment, I'll get permission from the squad leader."

    "Okay."

    "Go come back."

    The players were distributed into various squads based on party lines as additional members.

    I was part of a squad as well, and I went to seek permission from the squad leader to act independently.

    "Traces?"

    "Yes, since there's the possibility of espionage, it would be better to check it out before proceeding, don't you think?"

    The squad leader, who was already aware of the potential issue, didn't have trouble granting permission.

    Of course, it wasn't like they left everything to me alone.

    The squad leader seemed to report to their superiors and a formal search team was assembled.

    And then, some players from Finelpenia, watching the situation, volunteered.

    As a result, nearly thirty people started climbing the cliff.

    I used a barrier to reach the top of the cliff faster than the others.

    What greeted me there was a scenery teeming with greenery.

    There wasn't any orange fruit in sight.

    'This doesn't mean it was a coincidental fall of some fruit from nearby.'

    While I looked around, Kim Yul, who followed and had reached the top, immediately began searching.

    Yang Taeho, the next to arrive on the cliff, seemed impressed as he spoke.

    "Wow, just how did you spot that tiny thing?"

    "It was just visible."

    Chuckling at the effortless reply, Yang Taeho gazed at me and said.

    "I remember thinking this back then as well, your observation skills are phenomenal."

    I'd never really pondered much on my observational skills.

    I've often had experiences like this since old times.

    A stain beside a sign that my friends passed by without noticing.

    The positioning of a stray cat's feeding bowl that nobody cared about.

    Parents loading luggage into a trunk with a stroller rolling away.

    Even snacks dropped by a kid passing by on a scooter.

    The situations and objects varied, but I typically paid close attention to my surroundings.

    As a result, I was sensitive to changes around me.

    'It's ambiguous whether it's just a habit or a defense mechanism.'

    Though unclear of the reason, it inevitably led to more things catching my eye.

    Given my fairly good memory, quite a lot stuck in my head too.

    To me, it felt natural and ordinary, so I had never much considered how these things appeared to others.

    It seemed quite fascinating to Yang Taeho nonetheless.

    "I know a detective, and you're just like him! Perhaps you were in the police...... um."

    Yang Taeho broke off mid-sentence, catching my eye and clearing his throat.

    "I'm not trying to pry into your private matters; just said it because I found it interesting, so don't mind."

    Amused by his half-apologetic, half-explanatory words, I couldn't help but chuckle softly.

    'He's insightful indeed.'

    Having realized my sensitivity regarding personal information, he'd started exercising caution on his own.

    Often he'd stop himself in surprise, leaving many questions unasked.

    With both my party members being considerate and perceptive, it made things easier for me.

    This heightened my fondness and trust toward the two.

    Thus, I decided to respond to the unfinished question of Yang Taeho.

    'It's not really something that needs hiding.'

    Provided my personal information remains secure, I'm open to sharing my past.

    I lightly answered to Yang Taeho, who had left his question hanging mid-way.

    "Well, I wanted to pursue a career in law."

    "Huh?"

    "I couldn't due to circumstances, though."

    Perhaps when the twins become independent someday, I'll study again.

    'I've heard being older makes it harder to get into law school, but.......'

    The age restrictions aren't that severe for the police service exam.

    If becoming a prosecutor is unrealistic, becoming a police officer could still be an option.

    Though it's just a plan. A dream I've not shared with even the younger ones.

    Yang Taeho seemed a bit surprised that I'd answered at all.

    However, he soon laughed heartily, draping an arm over my shoulder.

    "Then you can start now! You're still young......."

    "Hyung, here!"

    At that moment, Kim Yul, who was focused on searching, called out for me.

    'Quick as ever.'

    It seemed like he'd already found traces.

    "These are footprints. There seem to be knee and palm marks too...... guess they fell."

    Probably dropping the fruit during a fall, which then rolled off the cliff.

    Explaining meticulously, Kim Yul suddenly tilted his head, murmuring.

    "But they seem a bit small."

    "What?"

    "Um...... hold on."

    He advanced, following things invisible to me, and knelt near a tree with a puzzled expression.

    "Three already......."

    As soon as he muttered that, a player approaching from another direction froze upon spotting us.

    The symbol above his head displayed Finelpenia.

    It seemed he'd been following tracks as Kim Yul had.

    Upon making eye contact with an unfamiliar player, Kim Yul grunted and called for me.

    "Ugh, hyung!"

    Why was he straining his voice like that?

    I looked down to see what Kim Yul was doing.

    And discovered that instead of a familiar blond head, there was just a backside.

    He had wedged his upper body into the ground, resulting in his rear being raised high.

    "...... What are you doing?"

    Upon closer inspection, there was a hole at the tree's base.

    It was a small opening, challenging for an adult to squeeze into.

    Kim Yul was struggling to fit himself inside it.

    "Are there small beings in Bihar? Like dwarfs or hobbits?"

    "What?"

    "No! No matter how you look, the footprints are too small...... ah!"

    The panic was clear in Kim Yul's voice as he interrupted himself with a squeal.

    "Wh-Why is it stuck? Why won't it come out?"

    He was stuck.

    "He got stuck."

    As soon as the obvious fact became verbal by Yang Taeho, crack, the root section of the tree broke off.

    Kim Yul, determined, had yanked off part of the tree's roots and managed to pull himself free.

    He shot an irritated glance at Yang Taeho and continued to explain.

    "The footprints I found near the cliff, and the ones around here, they all seem to lead inside here?"

    I stooped down to peer into the tree's base where Kim Yul was pointing.

    He had practically ripped apart the roots, revealing a tunnel within.

    "I can see at least five individuals, but holy, these footprints are just this small."

    Covering half his hand, Kim Yul kept on explaining while I racked my mind for any familiar knowledge.

    "I've heard about a dwarf race......."

    While I hadn't met them personally, I had heard of a dwarf race among Demi-humans known for their skills and small stature.

    Currently, in the entire Demi-human race, they are considered one of the most cautious about their safety.

    'All surviving dwarves should be managing resource production in the empire.'

    It seemed unlikely they'd be here.

    There could be those possibly unable to retreat to the rear though.

    With my brow slightly furrowed in thought, I glanced over to a player hesitant to approach and spoke.

    "Did you find any fruit trees?"

    "Excuse me? Ah, yes. It looked like persimmons growing on a bush...... the footprints there led towards here."

    Though I hadn't seen it myself, it seemed certain that someone was coming and going through this tunnel to collect fruit.

    Their identity remained a mystery.

    'Footprints are small.......'

    Currently, all mana signals on the map were from the scouting party.

    Meaning those unidentified had to be outside my range of Mana Detection.

    'Well, getting closer should do the trick.'

    I signaled Yang Taeho and gathered players from the earth element among us.
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    While digging through the dirt, the thought of the bunker near the Viceta Castle came to mind.

    Could such a place exist here as well?

    Is it possible that this place hadn't fallen and had survivors?

    Then why were the footprints so small?

    Could it be that a race of dwarves lived underground here?

    Amidst these questions, I excavated a tunnel large enough for an adult male by digging over and over again.

    'There are many.'

    Apart from the search party, other sources of mana were detected on the map.

    Clusters of blue dots gathered in one place.

    'This means they are Biharian.'

    I wasn't sure if they were aligned with the demi-humans or had defected to the enemy.

    Entering under such uncertainty was nerve-wracking for many reasons.

    'I can't let someone else steal the credit at the last moment.'

    After all, isn't there an old saying about cooking porridge only to give it to a dog?

    If I started this, I should see it through to the end myself.

    Having prepared for any possible dangers that might come my way, I hesitated not.

    With a protective stone firmly in hand, Yang Taeho was in front as the tanker, while Kim Yul, the sub and long-range dealer, covered the rear.

    We navigated the passage in the most stable formation for a three-person party.

    Throughout the process of expanding the tunnel, it became clear there was no bunker here.

    The narrow tunnel continued at a consistent width and depth, then led upwards toward the surface.

    'Whatever's there, let's not panic.'

    With nerves calmed, we carefully progressed, though only momentarily.

    In the distance, the faint sound of whispers and hushed voices grew audible.

    Finally, when we reached the area where the blue dots were densely packed.

    Yang Taeho emerged from the passage first, casting rock magic.

    "...... What the heck is this?"

    Murmurs of astonishment and a faint scream reached my ears, accompanied by unsettling chaos.

    I swiftly followed Yang Taeho out of the tunnel.

    We arrived in an empty space inside a rocky mountain, much like a clearing.

    There, a group of children in makeshift, patched-up rags huddled.

    Startled by the sudden appearance, they backed away from Yeonwoo and me, numbering in the dozens.

    Unlike Yang Taeho, who seemed bewildered by this sight, I quickly grasped the situation.

    I recognized the brand marks on the bodies of the children.

    They resembled beastly teeth, a design I was familiar with.

    'It's the farm brand.'

    The brand marked on the demi-humans kept as feed for the monsters in storage facilities prepared hastily for those who couldn't escape.

    Seeing those symbols, which I had only seen on paper, imprinted on actual human bodies was disturbing.

    Perhaps it was seeing them marked on children who appeared no older than ten that made something indiscernible rise within me.

    I almost retched from an unclear mix of disgust and anger when...

    "Pa, Palao?"

    A voice, as fragile as a candle about to go out, reached me.

    I forced my stiff body to move and turned my head slightly, spotting a little child.

    The child was just slightly taller than Berta.

    The child, who seemed no older than six, had eyes trembling uncontrollably.

    Those eyes seemed fixated above my head.

    Then, an utterly unexpected utterance followed.

    "Are, are you an apostle?"

    How could that be the case?

    I was merely an outsider allowed access to this world with Palao's approval, and certainly not someone chosen by divine selection.

    Yet, these children couldn't grasp even the fundamental distinction any Biharian would understand.

    The misunderstanding did not end with me.

    "Temoria......."

    "That, that's Lady Finelpenia."

    The whispers intensified.

    After a brief uproar, the children who had initially withdrawn in fear began to gather around us.

    Among them was the little tot who had approached me earlier.

    "Pl, Please save us, apostle. Please."

    Faced with the child reaching out with trembling hands, there was only one thing I could say.

    "...... It'll be alright now."

    I clasped the child's hand, answering with a slightly cracked voice.

    "Oh, god!"

    The surroundings instantly turned into a sea of tears.

    * * *

    When Yang Taeho and I finally managed to comfort the crying children, Kim Yul returned with news he had gone to report to the brigade.

    Among those who came with him was the baron Bolvita.

    "What on earth......"

    Upon taking in the view of the open space, an expression of despair spread across his face.

    The Biharis arriving with him bore similar expressions.

    Much like me, they immediately understood the gravity of the situation.

    On the other hand, Kim Yul and Yang Taeho seemed not to grasp the situation at all.

    'They probably don't know about the farms.'

    It wasn't likely that the Biharis had willingly explained those aspects to the players.

    Even I wouldn't have thought of it if not for seeing Rashar's records through Finelpenia's authority.

    The existence of such farms defied general comprehension.

    It was an alien concept to classify intelligent beings, including humans, as livestock or food.

    'Applying the notion of farming to humans as a species is fundamentally strange.'

    It was natural for Kim Yul and Yang Taeho not to know about the farms.

    Suppressing a sigh, I maintained a neutral expression when suddenly a clear laugh rang out.

    Kim Yul was playing hand games and entertaining the kids who had gathered around him after recognizing Finelpenia's emblem.

    Seeing the children's delighted faces, the shadows that had been lingering not long ago seemed to vanish.

    'Just a moment ago, they were crying as if the world was ending.'

    Was it because I roughly surmised the events that transpired before the laughter?

    Seeing the scene before my eyes felt, strangely unsettling.

    My expression almost contorted in discomfort against my will.

    As I physically strained to maintain composure, Yang Taeho approached me.

    "Try easing your expression."

    It looked menacing, as if a sharp blade was being brandished.

    Thanks to Yang Taeho's light taps on my shoulder, I managed to relax my facial muscles.

    "Hoo."

    I took a deep breath to compose my complex emotions.

    "Judging by that expression, does the gentleman have any idea what's going on?"

    "...... Roughly."

    "I'm dreadfully curious......"

    Yang Taeho added quietly, implying it wasn't the right time to resolve his curiosity, giving a nod to the side.

    The baron Bolvita was approaching.

    "I'll be with Yul; come after the work is done."

    "Yes."

    As Yang Taeho vacated his spot, the approaching baron Bolvita engaged in conversation without hesitation.

    "You're the Outsider who first found traces?"

    "Yes, I'm K."

    "I've heard a lot from Jerome. You've really done well. We nearly passed without noticing all these children, if not for you."

    Frankly, dealing with others was not something I had in mind.

    Perhaps because of the emotional turmoil, I wanted time alone to steady myself.

    But I wasn't naive enough to let that show outwardly.

    "I just did what needed to be done."

    "It's reassuring to hear. I've had my reservations about the Outsiders due to them being so focused on acquiring mana..."

    A scoff almost escaped me.

    "But I believe I can trust you. Jerome's praise was well-placed."

    There must be a reason for raising me up by comparing me to others.

    "I don't know if you're aware, but the children seem to find solace in the symbolism of Outsiders."

    As expected, the baron divulged his aim effortlessly without coaxing.

    "It seems they place a lot of significance in directly seeing the Mark of the Gods."

    So, to ease the children's wariness, he suggested I stick close by, like an ornament.

    Although his circumlocutions didn't sit well with me.

    I wasn't eager to be used so easily.

    But I was also curious about the background of these children.

    Thus, I nodded, at least for now.

    "If it can be of help, I should assist."

    With that, the baron Bolvita led me to another area.

    Already, jerome among others was engaged in conversation with some children.

    Though the outcome did not appear promising.

    Whether it was due to fear of unfamiliar adults, the children clung together, mouths tightly shut.

    'That's why they called for me.'

    Giving a gentle nod to Jerome, I shifted my gaze downward.

    Before long, I locked eyes with a little child who had been stealing glances at me.

    Matched at about waist height, I guessed the child to be around ten years old.

    Communicating would be easier with one more mentally developed than a toddler.

    Lowering myself to meet the child's eyes, I greeted as softly as possible.

    "Hi."

    The face of the child I greeted turned a deep shade of red.

    Meanwhile, the baron Bolvita's eyes subtly narrowed.

    'He wouldn't appreciate me taking a proactive approach.'

    Initially, he intended to use me as an emblematic figure to ease the children's defensiveness.

    But I had no intention of complying with his direction.

    'You can't stop it anyway.'

    Once the children associated the players' symbols with the gods, the result was set in stone.

    'To these children, I must feel closer to the gods than them.'

    Be it due to the world tree insignia on the knights' armor made by humans or the symbol I bore created with inhuman power.

    Attempting to intervene might only strengthen the children's suspicion.

    Predictably, the baron didn't actively interfere to prevent my approach.

    Rather than impede, he adopted an observational mode, as if daring me to do as I wished.

    'So that he could easily criticize if I failed or things went wrong by keeping a passive stance.'

    The motivation to observe and see how I would handle the situation seemed transparently tangible through his expression.

    Lightly dismissing his gaze, I focused keenly on the child.

    "I would like to hear about what happened to you. Could you tell me?"

    The child, eyes averted, lips moving silently, sneakily checked over my head.

    Perhaps this symbol wasn't merely an Outsider's mark.

    The thought crossed my mind, though it wasn't the time to delve deeply into such musings.

    For the child who had hesitated for quite some time gradually began to speak.

    "There's a rumor that an army with the world tree emblem is coming......."

    Although the story lacked coherence, understanding it wasn't hard.

    Once the Order's army moved to retake Callum Castle, the monsters seemed to start a withdrawal plan.

    Through defectors in Callum Castle, the rumor reached the farm where the demi-humans were housed, prompting activities to dismantle the farm.

    "They said they'd eat us all, eat us up. Said they'd dispose of us......"

    As the defector sorted and placed the demi-humans into separate cages, they laughed while explaining.

    The child explaining began to sob bitterly.

    I clenched my hidden hand tightly behind me so the child couldn't see.

    Despite my turbulent composure, the child bravely continued recounting their experience.

    Separated from the adults and placed in another cage, and noticing a split in the rock.

    "I heard if wind comes into a cave, there must be another way out......"

    Still quivering while narrating, the child wrapped their arms around themselves.

    "Staying meant death, running and getting caught meant death, so we ran. We didn't want to die, so we escaped."

    Older children seemed to have coaxed and guided the younger ones through that narrow breach.

    The escape was soon discovered, however,

    "Our village kids were all gathered there...... Those coming behind couldn't get out......"

    After the route leader emerged, the cliff connected to the exit collapsed entirely.

    'The ones unable to escape must have been buried.'

    The children who successfully escaped fled blindly into the mountains.

    Some were caught and eaten by wandering monsters in the corrupted area.

    The rest, unable or too fearful to venture far, hid here.

    Thereafter, enduring hunger, some children ventured out, which led to the discovery of the tunnels we found.

    When the truth of the matter unveiled itself through the child's explanation,

    "So only you children made it out? No adults? None escaped?"

    Baron Bolvita's abrupt inquiry visibly drained color from the child's face.

    Damned System.

  
    Chapter 123

    Chapter 123. Survivor (5)

    The child spoke in an even more timid voice.

    "I don't know, uh, mom and Dad were taken away to another place..."

    "How many days have passed since you came out?"

    "Uh... uh, a week...?"

    Not just a day or two, but a whole week.

    By then, it was likely that the Demi-humans who remained inside Callum Castle had perished.

    'If I was to use those damned bastards' terms, they would say 'disposed of.''

    I pressed down on the child's head to signal it was okay to stop and said, "Don't think unnecessary thoughts."

    The child slowly raised its head and looked at me with trembling eyes.

    "Adults are supposed to protect you. That's what adults are here for."

    I met those eyes directly and said, "You don't have to feel guilty for not being able to protect the adults. So don't think unnecessary thoughts."

    In response to those words, the child clenched their teeth and tears began to flow.

    Having seen Baron Bolvita's question provoke such a sensitive reaction, I couldn't help but suspect—'It must be guilt.'

    The child must have been worried about the safety of those who were left behind.

    Among them were possibly the child's parents or neighbors.

    But even just managing to survive was a commendable and remarkable feat for such a small body.

    There's no need to feel like a sinner for surviving alone and not looking back at the others.

    After comforting the child once, I felt like I could see what was weighing down on them more clearly.

    That's why I couldn't stop myself and added another word.

    "Well done."

    From the conversation, even if I didn't want to know, I could understand.

    This child was the one who led the escape.

    Therefore, watching the passage in the rocky crevice collapse, they must have been tormented by immense guilt.

    Someone had died because of their choice and persuasion—it wouldn't leave them unscathed.

    "It's thanks to you we're even this far. Be proud."

    To hear those simple words and then begin to sob uncontrollably meant, perhaps.

    The child's sobbing quickly spread around.

    'I just managed to calm them down.'

    It took only seconds for it to turn back into a sea of tears.

    I swallowed a sigh and rubbed my face dry.

    'I made a mistake.'

    Understanding the sequence of events was important, but before that, I should have considered more deeply what these young ones were feeling.

    'Maybe then it could have been a little less painful.'

    Thinking back on my hasty choice, I sighed and spoke to the embarrassed Baron Bolvita.

    "If we continue, it's like I'll become a complete villain, so why don't we take a break?"

    "... Yeah, that would be best."

    Baron Bolvita, covering half of his face with a hand, nodded compliantly.

    Thankfully, he seemed to realize he had stirred up the child's guilt with unnecessary words.

    After comforting the children again and gathering their testimonies, a search was conducted, but no additional survivors were found.

    Eventually, there was talk of returning to the barracks.

    Though it wasn't easy, the task of guiding the children back to the barracks through the long tunnel was somehow a success.

    The appearance of suddenly dozens of children caused murmurs among the players who hadn't participated in the search.

    However, it wasn't the time to pay attention to that atmosphere.

    'We need to decide what to do with these children.'

    Indeed, the command held an emergency meeting, and I, somehow, found myself included in it.

    It felt like pressure to take responsibility for the follow-up measures, having been the one to find the children.

    "The fact that there are survivors is certainly good news, but..."

    "The situation isn't good."

    "Damn, why now..."

    "How many of them are general-rank?"

    "We've identified twenty so far."

    "Any reinforcements? Are there separate orders?"

    "No. It's to proceed as planned..."

    Listening to the conversation, there was a word that bothered me.

    'General-ranks?'

    I had wondered if there was any news from a while ago.

    'General-ranks have appeared in the battlefield, huh.'

    It was indeed an incident to halt the advance.

    Watching the murmuring command, I raised my hand quietly but noticeably.

    Dozens of eyes suddenly focused on me.

    Not minding the attention, I spoke calmly.

    "We'll go."

    Leaving the children under the players' care would avoid pulling another 4th Battalion's troop.

    'Extracting one's own forces would be better than sparing the players.'

    Baron Bolvita would be tempted by my suggestion as well.

    'He has no choice.'

    When referring to a general-ranks, it signifies a 7-star evolved species.

    The objective assessment of their power is that it takes ten common knights to capture one of these General-ranks.

    'You need at least three to four high-rank knights capable of condensing mana to combine their efforts to defeat them.'

    They're opponents that would be challenging for me at my current level.

    The appearance of such creatures on the battlefield was certainly unwelcome news.

    I clicked my tongue inwardly, so as not to be noticed.

    'It was said that the General-ranks and higher disappeared a few years ago.'

    The order's decision to retake Callum Castle was partly based on that.

    The exact reasons were unknown, but the major forces of the enemy army hadn't moved for the past two, three years.

    But that was past information at best.

    According to newly updated info, the situation seemed to have changed after repeated engagements near Callum Castle.

    'The other side seems to have received reinforcements too.'

    Given this situation, pulling elite forces for the children would be burdensome.

    Hence, I proposed the most efficient way I could at the moment.

    "Finding the children was my doing, and I would like to take responsibility."

    It wasn't a lie. I did feel a certain level of responsibility.

    But that wasn't the whole reason.

    Engaging directly on the battlefield with the General-ranks' presence was too risky.

    'It exceeds the risk level I anticipated.'

    While some level of risk is necessary to accumulate contribution points, the danger is another story if it threatens one's life.

    I had sought to launch a participation mission without considering the General-ranks' emergence.

    If the information in my hands had changed, the plan needed adjusting as well.

    'Though I regret the contribution points.'

    Nothing was more important than life.

    'Luckily, there's another way now.'

    Whether fortunate or not, I knew this game offered generous rewards in certain cases.

    The 7 Great Virtues invested in this game would grant contribution points for protecting those children as well.

    Seeing another route to earn contributions without diving into danger made entering dangerous areas unnecessary.

    Hence, I revised the plan entirely.

    "What do you think?"

    Perhaps, baron Bolvita had sensed I intended to step back.

    But even if he did, so what?

    Someone needed to retrace the path they took bringing those kids anyway.

    "You may gather as many personnel as you deem necessary."

    Predictably, baron Bolvita did not dismiss my suggestion.

    "Yes, understood."

    I then gathered the players and explained everything.

    Including the threat posed by the General-ranks, I laid it out as it was.

    The outcome was that 46 showed interest and volunteered for escort duty.

    Including my party, there were a total of 49 participants.

    '12 Silver ranks and 37 Bronze ranks.'

    About half of those who responded to the participation mission opted out.

    Though I wished to take more, many remained attached to the mission itself.

    Forcing their decision was beyond my power.

    I finalized the personnel and reported it to Baron Bolvita.

    "Once you've confirmed the personnel, commence departure."

    As soon as permission left his mouth, a new mission window appeared.

    MISSION

    「Sub-Scenario: Escort」

    You have discovered survivors who escaped from the farm under unexpected circumstances. But it's unacceptable to lead them onto the battlefield. Escort the survivors to a safe location.

    「Rewards」

    • Main Scenario Contribution Points 3000~5000 distributed differently

    My prediction was correct—or rather, it exceeded my expectations.

    'Does this mean more contribution points than the participation mission?'

    Though aware the gods cherished their followers, this level was unprecedented.

    Watching the newly presented mission with a somewhat curious feeling, baron Bolvita addressed me.

    "Make sure you take them safely."

    His voice, slightly more subdued than usual, sounded bitter.

    Honestly, it surprised me a bit. I hadn't thought he'd say such words.

    In my eyes, baron Bolvita seemed sensitive about assigning responsibility.

    It wouldn't be hard to understand if you considered him a type who wanted to avoid creating situations he'd have to be accountable for.

    Surely, his indecision over whether to accompany players or not, dragging on for days, was likely because of that.

    'Having players involved with every part of the order, it must have felt burdensome to take them along.'

    Even within the military, political factions exist, and there would undoubtedly be factions not in his favor.

    If he takes the players along and they suffer substantial losses?

    It would be more challenging to avoid political attacks disguised as accountability.

    'I understand, but still.'

    It wasn't that I viewed Baron Bolvita favorably.

    But what I saw didn't define everything about him.

    After briefly staring at Baron Bolvita, I replied after a moment of hesitation.

    "I'll ensure it."

    "... Thank you."

    After exchanging a handshake, baron Bolvita turned straight away.

    Since each had their path set, there was no need to linger; I promptly began preparing for departure.

    * * *

    With 49 players, 72 farm survivors, a total of 121, I led a sizable group back along the path we'd come to replenish supplies, their minds bustling.

    The child's tale had left a word lingering in my mind as I moved.

    'Traitor...'

    I knew there were forces that had betrayed the Demi-human Alliance long before.

    First to defect were the fairies, reportedly a species uniquely harshly treated by illicit human trafficking.

    Due to their body sized smaller than a human hand and special powers that put you in dream-like states, they were, even secretly, often sold as slaves.

    'It started with the fairies then, six in total, defected gradually.'

    Finally, when mages from the Magic Tower joined the ranks of defectors, the balance of the war decisively tilted.

    That was the history of Bihar I knew.

    'Though I'd like to know which species the deserter managing the farm belonged to and how the management was conducted...'

    To satisfy my curiosity, I couldn't burden the child, who now had swollen eyes, with probing questions.

    Hence, I kept my mouth shut, leading the group quietly.

    But just because I was silent didn't mean others were as well.

    "A farm, of all things..."

    "Do they breed Demi-humans as livestock? Like we raise pigs and slaughter them?"

    "Isn't it too inefficient? Humans take long to mature, and only one child can be born at a time. Are other Demi-humans different?"

    "Indeed, less efficient as livestock."

    "Hey, is that the kind of comment to make now?"

    "What's the issue? They're not wrong, are they?"

    Listening to the murmuring players, I swallowed in frustration.

    Because I understood why monsters would establish an inefficient Demi-human farm.

    'Demi-humans are born with attribute mana.'

    Low-rank evolved species only absorb mana, that is, life force, even if they devour Demi-humans with attribute mana.

    'You could say they can't distinguish among the types of energy provided.'

    However, evolved species of 7-star, general level, and above can discern and absorb Demi-humans' attribute mana.

    Meaning they can wield attribute mana like Demi-humans.

    'That's the reason for the farm's existence.'

    Being born with attribute mana doesn't depend on any special lineage or condition.

    It's truly an individual trait or peculiarity without rules.

    Thus, they establish farms and focus on breeding Demi-humans.

    The documents I read mentioned regularly spraying aphrodisiacs or estrus-inducing agents to encourage mass copulation.

    'Newborns possessing attribute mana would then be eaten.'

    To monsters, demi-humans are a form of resource.

    They are not wrong when calling them material to enhance their combat power.
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    'This is truly a crazy situation.'

    I lived in a world where people used the term "human resources" as a matter of course. However, witnessing a living being consumed as a resource was a different matter entirely.

    Perhaps it was for this reason that I felt suffocated whenever I thought about the farm.

    But it wasn't just me. The mood amongst those who volunteered for this escort mission was heavy overall.

    I hadn't shared what I knew with the other players, but the mere existence of the farm was enough to shock those with common sense.

    As the atmosphere grew heavier, the children began to shrink back.

    'It's not like we're being so loud that normal humans would hear us.'

    Just because they were young didn't mean they were oblivious.

    They were more than aware that the atmosphere was heavy. To make matters worse, the children, who hadn't eaten properly for nearly a week, found it hard to even walk slowly.

    This led to a vicious cycle where the adults' unease grew, further slowing the pace. The sounds of the children's labored breathing, "Sigh, sigh," as if they might fall over any moment, were grating.

    After hesitating with twitching hands for a moment, I eventually turned around and spoke.

    "Let's pick up the pace."

    I reached out to make my point immediately after finishing my words.

    "Whoa!"

    I effortlessly picked up a child who looked about seven years old.

    Even if the players were carrying an additional 20 to 30 kilograms, it wouldn't be a burden.

    Carrying the children would be far quicker.

    I hoisted the child onto my shoulders and instructed, "Hold on tight."

    The child hurriedly wrapped his legs around my neck and held onto my head, and I picked up two older children, one under each arm.

    Seeing me take the lead, Kim Yul quickly followed suit.

    When Yang Taeho also reached out his hand, I stopped him.

    "Tanks should focus on guarding the perimeter. The remaining members can cover the rest."

    "Hmm... got it."

    Yang Taeho nodded and took the lead position in the formation.

    With the party roles sorted out, I looked back to see most of the players taking action.

    The tanks moved to the perimeter, and the others began taking care of the children.

    Having assigned children to each party before departing, there was no confusion.

    Some players carried children on their backs, some in their arms, and others, like me, let the children ride on their shoulders.

    Soon, there wasn't a single child whose feet touched the ground.

    'Fame does have its perks at times like these.'

    Thanks to the reputation of the name "K!"

    I often held an advantage in influence when dealing with an unspecified multitude.

    Of course, there were always those who glared at me as if I was a thorn in their side, picking fights.

    'But most of them can't say a word once put in their place.'

    When confronting them for a battle of nerves, few endured the mental contest.

    If it escalated into a real fight, my superior combat strength became even more prominent.

    'While I can't control every situation...'

    I could guide people in my desired direction to some extent.

    Thanks to this, we resumed our journey right after organizing the formation.

    'We'll be out of the valley by today.'

    Checking the route on the map, I increased our pace, and the players followed suit.

    There were no special conversations or incidents.

    Even the occasional monsters we encountered were no problem.

    The tanks held them at bay while players with long-range attacks handled them efficiently.

    It was so tranquil that even the children carried by players fell asleep.

    Since we were near the garrison's base, the area was clear of the messeo.

    After traveling continuously for nearly five hours, the escort formation quickly exited the valley.

    Though players had the stamina to go further, we decided to rest for the children's sake.

    'It's time to feed them something.'

    I had heard that the command had a brief meal during their meeting.

    Since then, quite some time had passed, so it was time for a proper meal.

    Moreover, the sun was setting, so we decided to stop for the day.

    Thanks to the map, we didn't lose our way and found a suitable clearing.

    There was also a nearby pond, making it a great place to find drinking water.

    While party leaders gathered to arrange watch shifts, others began making preparations for camp.

    Seeing this scene, I couldn't help but chuckle.

    'Why are modern people so good at preparing for camping?'

    It was a testament to the time spent in Bihar; they didn't falter or panic.

    Watching them proceed with camping preparations was new to me, but even I had long since become accustomed to camping.

    Shaking my head, I struck a deal with the party leaders for the watch shifts.

    'Scored an easy first watch.'

    Satisfied with the result, I returned to my party only to hear a serious conversation.

    "Given they've been fasting for days, can they even handle that? This is MSG..."

    "There's nothing wrong with this amount! The idea that MSG is bad for you is a misconception! Seriously, talking as if you know when you don't..."

    "The ramen itself is an instant food!"

    Yang Taeho and Kim Yul were arguing over whether to give the children cup noodles.

    To end this pointless dispute, I opened the lid of a low-level potion. I then poured the potion generously into the water the two had drawn while I was arranging the watch order.

    "Let's give them something warm."

    When camping, the fire should be kept to a minimum to boil water and then extinguished.

    If we didn't want to attract monsters and be harassed all night, that was the way to go.

    As the sun set, the cooled air would have to be endured with the issued blankets.

    While it might not bother players, it would certainly be a cold night for the children.

    Feeding them something warm before their bodies cooled down and promptly letting them sleep seemed the best solution.

    I had already informed the party leaders about it while arranging the night watch.

    Feed the children a potion and put them to sleep early.

    'After distributing the potions received from the 4th Big Division, a good rest today should help them recover to some extent.'

    After adding three more potion bottles to the water, Yang Taeho no longer opposed.

    Kim Yul, with a triumphant face, proceeded to prepare the food.

    As they called the children over and started feeding them, I suddenly glanced at the map on the top right of my vision.

    I thought I had seen something appear on the edge of the map briefly.

    'Did I see it wrong?'

    Looking intently at the map, I couldn't pinpoint any changes.

    I considered brushing it off as an optical illusion.

    It was the perfect time to rest, and getting back up was bothersome.

    However, seeing the children in front of me slurping the noodle broth, I rose with reluctance.

    'I should go check.'

    With Mana Detection and the map, I shouldn't have to go far.

    "Where are you going?!"

    Kim Yul asked.

    "A quick reconnaissance. I'll be back shortly, keep an eye on the kids."

    I signaled to Kim Yul and grabbed my spear.

    As I prepared to take a step, a tingling sensation crawled up my spine, hitting me like a jolt at the base of my skull.

    Following the chilling sensation, I turned my head.

    In the darkened, tree-shadowed corner where I hadn't seen anything moments before stood a shadow that hadn't been there just now.

    Whether it was a delusion, optical illusion, or reality, I couldn't clearly discern in that moment.

    My body had already reacted before I could figure it out.

    I confirmed the presence by throwing the spear strapped to my back — the creature hunting Rashar's group from before.

    It had four eyes, protruding in different directions like a chameleon, with a star above its head sporting five points.

    'From where?'

    I hadn't seen it coming on the map.

    Realizing, I saw a black spot suddenly appear at the campsite's corner on the map.

    I couldn't grasp where the creature had sprung from.

    It wasn't time to fret about that.

    Swoosh!

    As the spear sliced through the air, the players, quick to react, armed themselves.

    By then, I was already sprinting hard toward the five-star evolved species.

    The closer I got, the more frantic my heart became.

    'Quicker, I need to be quicker!'

    The five-star was leaning toward the nearest party.

    Fearing I'd be too late by a narrow margin, I pushed my legs with clenched teeth.

    Thankfully, my efforts weren't in vain.

    I managed to intercept the evolving creature before it reached the players.

    Boom!

    The moment I collided with it, there was a powerful force.

    "Fall back!"

    I shouted to the players behind me as I braced and held steady.

    My muscles contracted, and the veins bulged at my neck.

    Drawing a long trace in the unpaved earth below, I came to a halt despite feeling the ground give way.

    Though I triumphed in the simple tug of war, it wasn't over there.

    "Click?"

    The evolved species swung its arm to remove me, an obstacle, and I blocked it with the shaft of my spear.

    Whether it was my body or the ground trembling, I couldn't discern.

    The beast followed up with an unexpected attack with its threatening arm.

    "Ugh!"

    I bent back to avoid the whip-like tail descending from above.

    Thud!

    The tail struck the ground behind me with a massive impact, splitting the earth and sending the surrounding terrain flying.

    As the soil, stones, and weeds obstructed my view, I pushed my spear upward, eyes locked onto the target.

    "Ki-gik!"

    Thunk!

    The beast staggered for a moment, struck right in the jaw with the shaft of my spear, and I took a step back.

    During the ensuing exchange of blows, I skillfully widened the distance between us.

    Just out of the reach of the monster's arm, I thrust my spear.

    The spear slid along the creature's arm like a snake, embedding it right into its armpit.

    Thud.

    Immediately, the attribute mana surged through my spear.

    A blue spark flared in the darkness.

    Sparks scattered around and ignited the surrounding trees into red flames, but...

    "Kiyaaah!"

    The evolved species shrieked, still alive.

    Fortunately, it wasn't all for nothing.

    Pazzz, pazzz.

    Sparks continuously crackled across its reptilian-like smooth skin.

    'Paralysis. It's working.'

    Indeed, the evolved species only twitched, failing to make any threatening move.

    With the formidable enemy neutralized, I decisively gathered mana and slashed across the monster's thorax where the spear had embedded.

    Rippp.

    A sound of tearing flesh emerged as the beast's upper body split open.

    「You have successfully eliminated the enemy. 28,698 corrupted mana has been absorbed.」

    Though I managed to defeat the five-star evolved species with little difficulty, my expression remained stern.

    Absorbing such a large quantity of mana was unsettling, but more fundamentally, it was the abnormal situation unfolding on the map.

    Dots of black were appearing rapidly on the map only visible to me.

    As if pinning one by one over a blank canvas.

    Not from a distant approach but as if dropping straight from the sky.

    The pace at which the black dots multiplied hastened.

    Even before I could grasp the situation, shadows emerged from the forest cloaked in darkness.

    All were five-star level evolved species.

    "More are coming, fire!"

    "Shoot them, now!"

    "Ranged attackers!"

    The players, recognizing the appearance of new evolved species, launched long-range magic attacks.

    The fire-based magics that fell in the forest grew even more ferocious with the wind-affiliated magics backing them.

    However, the five-star evolved species walked nonchalantly through the flames.

    "What, elemental magic doesn't work at all?"

    While the players hesitated in disbelief, I clicked my tongue inside.

    'The recent attack consisted mainly of Grade 2, some even Grade 3 mana conjured magics.'

    If they ignored those and walked out unharmed, it meant the five-star evolved species had magic resistance beyond the third level.

    I observed them with rigid determination, flames licking at their backs.

    'Physical ability seems similar to a four-star from what I've experienced.'

    That seemed correct as I wasn't pushed back.

    Creatures with physical abilities like a four-star but significantly enhanced magic resistance, maybe?

    In that case, players wielding lower-tier attribute mana would be at a disadvantage.

    In a full-on conflict under these conditions?

    'Dangerous.'

    In a confrontation where magic practitioners couldn't exert their strength, at least half would fall.

    As alarm bells rang in my head, the evolved species, emerging from the flames, slightly crouched.

    'A leaping stance.'

    Realizing what it was, I stepped back, shouting.

    "Tankersss!"

    As though waiting for my signal, rocks sprang from beneath my feet.

    "What are y'all doing?! Fortify the barriers now!"

    Prompted by Yang Taeho, who first formed a barrier, other tanks joined in.

    Numerous layers of stone barriers, made from various rocks, sprang up, stacked layer upon layer.

    Then, an earth-shattering roar echoed.
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    "They are crumbling from the outskirts!"

    "Oh my, they're coming in so fast!"

    "At this rate, it'll be breached in 1 or 2 minutes!"

    The tanks, who had created the barrier, shouted urgently. I squeezed my eyes shut in response.

    "Ahhh!"

    "I don't want to die!"

    The screams of the children surprised during their rest pierced the air.

    "Prepare your magic!"

    "It's no use, their resistance is level 3 or higher!"

    The players, tense, shouted as they prepared for battle.

    "Detection magic!"

    "How many of them are outside?!"

    "These, these crazy..."

    "60, 70... almost 100! They're still increasing!"

    Those who had sensed the situation outside through Mana Detection cried out in despair. A few minutes ago, the campsite had been completely serene, but now it was chaos.

    There was nothing to be gained by waiting idly.

    "Gather together; I'll cast a barrier!"

    I shouted, pulling out barrier magic stones from my inventory.

    "Move quickly!"

    "What do you mean, just leave?! We need to take care of the kids!"

    "Tanks, reinforce the barrier! Buy us some time!"

    Realizing their lives were at stake, the players swiftly took action.

    Those scattered at appropriate distances in the clearing began to gather in the center.

    "The 6 o'clock direction is about to break!"

    "We need to hurry! The 12 o'clock direction will be breached soon too!"

    Despite the urgent cries continuing, I held tightly to the magic stones.

    Moments full of tension and anxiety continued precariously.

    "The 6 o'clock barrier is down!"

    At the moment the player on the outskirts shouted, I confirmed that not a single red or blue dot on the map was out of place - all had gathered in one spot.

    Only then did I use the barrier magic stones in my hand.

    Pasaak-!

    The stones engraved with magic broke, beginning to manifest a barrier in the area.

    I used five magic stones simultaneously to expand the size of the barrier.

    Thanks to that, a wide barrier that could accommodate over 100 people was completed.

    Immediately, the barriers built by the tanks collapsed one by one.

    "Hah!"

    As the surrounding walls crumbled, the players, now aware of the outside situation, gasped.

    The 5-star evolved species had completely surrounded us.

    I had already known it from the map, but seeing it with my own eyes, its overwhelming presence was staggering.

    "Around two hundred..."

    Rushing into the barrier to avoid a full-scale battle was the right decision.

    I sighed in relief as I looked at the densely packed evolved species outside the barrier.

    Afterwards, I addressed the players with a calm demeanor despite their worried expressions.

    "Let's each request rescue from our respective orders."

    With that statement, the frozen players regained their composure, one by one.

    "R-right! We don't need to panic!"

    "Yeah! We just have to hold out inside the barrier until the rescue team arrives!"

    As everyone started adding comments to shake off their tension and fear, I suddenly felt a chilling sensation.

    No, it was more like a sound rather than a feeling.

    Sakk, sak.

    It was like the sound of cloth brushing or feet dragging.

    I slowly turned my head to seek the source of the inexplicable sound.

    There were only the 5-star evolved species packed closely outside the barrier.

    'No, that's not it.'

    What seemed like all of them actually hid some moving creatures at the outskirts.

    They were moving stealthily, as if making way for someone to pass through.

    Holding my breath, I watched that area keenly, and soon enough—

    Sak, saak.

    An odd creature appeared between the 5-star evolved species that had moved aside.

    As it revealed itself, someone let out a groan.

    "7-star...?"

    There were five below and two above; seven stars adorned the head of this newly emerged creature.

    The pressure of seeing such a number with the naked eye felt surreal.

    'I've heard multiple general-rank evolved species appeared around Callum's fortress.'

    I wondered if one of those had come here?

    'But where it came from doesn't matter.'

    Because the dangerous creature had already arrived right here.

    I ground my teeth, a chilling sound escaping from between my clenched teeth.

    The newly appeared 7-star, called a general-rank evolved species, was truly strange.

    I couldn't accurately describe its appearance in the language I had.

    Although it was a head smaller than 5-star evolved species, its overall form kept shifting.

    Should I say it looked like flames were blazing?

    Or that it shimmered like a mirage?

    At times, it seemed as if tentacles were writhing.

    The confusing, even revolting creature approached the barrier slowly but surely.

    Oddly, there was no sound of footsteps as it moved.

    Looking down of its own accord, the sight was astonishing—whenever it placed a foot forward, the grass beneath would wither away.

    That was the moment I discovered the source of the sound I had heard.

    "Krrr..."

    The sudden arrival of the general-rank creature, in a unique manner, rolled its tongue and stopped in front of the barrier.

    Externally, once a barrier is in place, the inside can't be seen. This place is excluded from that space.

    'But why do I feel like that creature is looking at me?'

    Thump, thump-thump, my heart began racing as anxiety mounted.

    And my instinct wasn't wrong.

    As black waves spread around the general-rank creature, the system issued a warning to me.

    "An overlapping barrier is being formed."

    "Teleportation magic is restricted."

    It was a space-type magic one level higher than a normal barrier.

    Previously, the Beastfolk had implemented that very overlapping barrier in Viceta Castle to prevent human traffickers from escaping.

    Though I had retreated inside the barrier to minimize damage, we ended up being trapped instead.

    In displeasure, my cheeks twitched as I considered the situation. The general-rank creature extended what seemed to be a hand forward.

    One second, ten seconds, then a minute elapsed.

    As blood-curdling time flowed, cracks formed on the barrier touched by the general-rank's hand.

    At that moment, all those within turned pale.

    * * *

    A chilly silence settled among those inside the barrier.

    Not even the sound of breathing was heard.

    Everyone had forgotten even to breathe, fixated on the cracked barrier.

    In that gap, I was the first to get a grip on my emotions, and my cheeks twitched.

    'I wondered where all these creatures came from.'

    It seemed the general-rank evolved species could use space-type magic.

    The reason I didn't immediately notice it was simple.

    'There weren't any disruption phenomena when they moved.'

    When something is teleported by warping space, causality interferes to restore the space to its original state.

    During this, the mana twisting the space and the causality attempting to revert it collide, creating a specific phenomenon.

    The flash of light whenever Ahel used teleportation magic was precisely that.

    However, there was no disruption phenomenon when these evolved species appeared.

    I was curious about the reason but had no way of finding out right now.

    Identifying that wasn't crucial in the current situation either.

    'I don't know which monster it consumed.'

    To set an overlapping barrier and break the existing one, it would require at least 4th-grade or higher space-type mana.

    'Ahel's mana lags behind in terms of rank.'

    Moreover, I could only teleport objects.

    Transporting living beings demands much more mana and more complex arrangements.

    'The shop price for that magic is twenty million mana.'

    Even with a Trait buff, it's not a magic that can be mastered with just a few months of practice and effort.

    Yet that general-rank creature can evidently perform that magic.

    I grimaced while fiddling with the spear shaft in my grip.

    'Space-type ones are tricky opponents.'

    They evade attacks in myriad vexing ways, making it hard to land an effective blow.

    Thanks to that, sparring with Ahel was both what I dreaded most and found most challenging.

    To make matters worse, there were the two hundred 5-star evolved species alongside the general-rank.

    'It's a game we can't win.'

    No matter how much I deploy all that I possess, it is a situation destined to end in defeat.

    Upon firmly recognizing this conclusion, my mouth went dry.

    The crack in the barrier expanded even further.

    Seeing the end approaching moment by moment felt like my heart was about to leap out of my mouth.

    I struggled to suppress my anxiety and gave instructions.

    "For now, let's each purchase one barrier magic stone per party. High-rank ones."

    Once that barrier breaks, we need to cast a new one immediately.

    I've bought us some time to find a breakthrough.

    After giving those instructions, I checked the Order's homepage.

    「Title: Request for deployment of rescue forces near Rakriol Valley - Author: K」

    A comment saying they would send rescue forces had appeared on the post I put up right after setting the barrier, but...

    "They won't arrive immediately."

    It would take at least a few hours, possibly even a day or two if delayed.

    I checked with players from other orders as well, but none were in a position to send immediate help either.

    While assessing the situation internally, the barrier continued to deteriorate.

    Ultimately, I had to use new barrier stones passed by the players, but it was a temporary fix.

    In the short span of merely a few minutes spent checking replies from different orders, a full ten stones were used.

    Expecting the rescue team to arrive in at least a few hours, could we hold on inside the barrier until then?

    "The time that can be endured with the five stones probably isn't that long."

    The cracking speed was faster than anticipated.

    Enduring for several hours would require an excessive amount of magic stones.

    "To hold off with barriers would burn several million mana."

    Waiting for the rescue team inside this barrier was a poor move.

    Every time I purchase a barrier magic stone, my mana would deplete, and the longer time drags, the tighter the corner we'd be in.

    But with overlay barriers preventing escape through teleportation magic, we're blocked from any easy way out.

    We'll have to resolve this crisis under our own power.

    With cold determination, I glared at the general-grade, breaking the barrier.

    And all the while, I relentlessly drove myself to think.

    "Racking up your brains."

    Find the way to survive and make it out of here.

    "Think of it."

    Should I open the random box I had synthesized?

    "No."

    Random boxes aren't particularly suited to overcome this situation.

    There's no guarantee that an item to overcome this crisis will emerge.

    "Then the silver rank privilege from Temoria's faction?"

    Yang Taeho also awakened as a silver rank, gaining additional buffs from the Order of Temoria.

    "Divine canopy."

    He could construct a barrier using divinity, not mana.

    The greatest advantage of this additional buff was that linkage was possible between members of the same faction.

    "In this mission, twelve members are affiliated with Temoria, including Yang Taeho."

    Out of them, four are silver rankers, enabling the construction of a fairly large-scale divine canopy.

    "We could create the canopy ourselves."

    Maybe thinking the same, Yang Taeho quietly suggested his idea.

    But after much deliberation, I dismissed that method.

    "That's not a solution."

    The duration of the divine canopy isn't long.

    "If it's pushed, roughly twenty minutes."

    Without addressing the core problem, it would only result in extending the time until our demise.

    Additionally, the cooldown for Temoria's silver rank buff is two weeks.

    Once used, there would be no second time.

    The focus should be on finding a way to break through the situation, not merely maintain it.

    In doing so, it was essential to acknowledge the cards in hand more objectively.

    "Status window."

    Player Kang Hyunwoo (Beta Tester) - Silver Rank

    Code Name: K

    Mana: 1,194,662.64(Attribute Mana: 18,611.50)

    Chaos Level: 2.21%

    Affiliation: Earth, order of Palao

    Species: Human (Player)

    Rank: Alpha

    Attribute: Lightning (★★★★★)

    Skills: Mana Manipulation (100%), Sense Expansion (100%), Ferrell Royal Knights' Spearmanship (lv.3 - 88.47%), Mana Control (44.41%), acceleration (39.45%)

    Magic: Mana Detection (lv.3 - 79.61%), Invisibility (100%), barrier (100%), Telekinesis (lv.2 - 59.66%), space Distortion (lv.1 - 29.84%), Fireball (83.31%), cold Wind (44.91%), Fiery Tempest (15.49%), build Earth Wall (45.98%), hellfire (34.11%)

    Traits: Capitalism, adaptability, tenacity, Purification (lv.2 - 68.75%)

    Title: Bounty Hunter, mark of the Alliance, treasure Hunter

    Reputation: 234,977

    The status window emerging before my eyes succinctly laid out what I currently possessed.

    Having made Yang Taeho and Kim Yul into silver rankers and engaging in mob hunting, plus diligently purging corrupted areas in the main scenario—

    As a result of continuously putting in effort, my mana had surpassed one million.

    Seeing that number, a word vaguely shimmered in front of my eyes—

    "Gold Badge..."

    Damned System
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    It was nothing more than a tiny murmur, yet the gaze of everyone around me fixated on me.

    However, instead of acknowledging them, I delved deeper into my thoughts.

    "The criteria for the Gold Rank is ten million."

    Once I reached the Gold Rank, I would be able to overpower a 5-star evolved species with sheer physical strength alone.

    Having experienced the difference of a single rank firsthand, I was confident of this.

    In the Silver Rank, I already possessed physical abilities comparable to the 4 and 5-star ranks.

    Reaching the Gold Rank would place me on par with evolved species even stronger than that.

    "Would I even be able to face off against a General-Rank?"

    The difficulty level of this game was relatively consistent and precise.

    Monsters that players had to face were systematically divided by levels according to the player's level.

    Therefore, I believed the hypothesis forming in my mind held some validity.

    Now it was time to examine if this method could truly be realized.

    "How can I supplement my mana?"

    First, there was the option of using the auction feature.

    If I could increase mana through that function, advancing to the Gold Rank would be feasible enough.

    However, in reality, theoretical feasibility often bordered on impossibility.

    "The additional mana needed is nine million..."

    Could I secure that much mana with the help of other players?

    In this ongoing main scenario situation?

    "No."

    It wasn't just a matter of a mere one to two million, but a whopping nine million.

    That's not a number that can be filled with the help of one or two people.

    The more people I had to convince, the lesser the chance of achieving the goal without any variables.

    Moreover, any mana used for shops or auctions must be purified.

    If I borrowed all the purified mana from someone, they would be left with only corrupted mana.

    "Their Chaos Index would skyrocket."

    Knowing this, it's unlikely many would be willing to lend me mana.

    "Ethan and Lily, among the Betas, may have more freedom from such restrictions, but their numbers are not many."

    Even regardless, how many people would lend mana, that they've absorbed through their sweat and effort, to others?

    "Even I wouldn't consider lending mine."

    Ultimately, sourcing mana through auctions seemed far too unrealistic.

    Therefore, another method had to be found.

    As I pondered repeatedly, an item stored deep in my inventory came to mind.

    With a brief hesitation, I retrieved the item.

    「Karlos' Authority One-time Use Ticket」

    It was a reward I'd acquired back when I didn't even know what was happening in Bihar.

    "It was said to be hard to obtain, so I saved it."

    The Karlos Order, in general, has fewer priests or holy knights compared to other orders.

    Furthermore, even the priests rarely receive blessings.

    Hence, I had saved it for a later time when it might be necessary.

    But I couldn't afford to save it while my life was hanging by a thread.

    I clutched the ticket in my hand, pondering.

    "Karlos' authority is akin to an exchange."

    Delving into the essence of this power, it was structured to create something in exchange for sacrificing misfortune.

    "I don't quite understand how this power is related to the doctrine of grace."

    I quickly dropped the question to avoid sitting through a near three-hour lecture on doctrine.

    Therefore, I still didn't know why this power symbolized grace.

    But I knew that Karlos' authority could help me overcome this crisis.

    "Karlos' authority defines misfortune based on the user's subjective judgment."

    In other words, this power lacked objectivity.

    This was both the greatest flaw and advantage of Karlos' authority.

    Knowing this, I had a strange sense of certainty.

    "At the very least, I think I'm extremely unfortunate right now."

    In a situation where my life could be at risk, calling it unfortunate seems an understatement.

    Might I not be able to gain something substantial to overcome this predicament, paying with this misfortune?

    "If it grants mana in exchange for misfortune, that'd be good."

    And it'd be even better if it removed all those outside the barrier.

    All threats surrounding me would vanish then.

    "It's worth a try."

    Regardless of the outcome, it was better than hoping players would lend me mana and just sucking my fingers.

    Even if this attempt failed, there was a lesser evil to avoid the worst.

    The numerous presences standing behind me signified that.

    "Excluding my party members, there are 9 Silver Ranks, and 37 Bronze Ranks."

    Considering the average mana levels of the players, it might be just barely possible.

    With firm resolve, mana could be prepared in some way.

    I bit down hard after organizing my thoughts.

    I had no intention of killing innocent people indiscriminately.

    I didn't believe in the weight of lives being unbalanced either.

    However, if the time came when I must choose, my choice was clear.

    "Don't waver, Kang Hyunwoo."

    If avoiding the worst required choosing the lesser evil, I wouldn't hesitate.

    I clenched my fist tightly to hide the slight trembling, taking a deep breath.

    Meanwhile, I calmed my unsettled emotions.

    "This is only if it comes to the worst situation."

    If Karlos' authority could help avoid the worst, then the tragedy won't happen.

    I gritted my teeth, tightening the grip on the ticket.

    "Just relying on this dreadful gamble..."

    I detested the situation, but ignoring it wouldn't solve anything.

    "Hyung, Kim Yul."

    With my plan hastily organized, I called upon my party members.

    Then, conveying the plan as concisely as possible, I spoke.

    "Prepare for any circumstances."

    It was a cue to prepare for battle, just in case.

    "... I gotcha."

    "Rough ones, I can handle them myself. Don't worry."

    Yang Taeho nodded with a stern expression, while Kim Yul quietly moved to a advantageous position to leap where the other players were, rather than towards the direction of the evolved species and the General-Rank.

    After confirming the preparations made by the two, I repeated to myself sincerely that I was truly, heavily unfortunate as I tore the ticket.

    As an unfamiliar divinity seeped in, the world in my view began to change.

    The most notable change was the black smoke densely filling the surroundings.

    Though no words of explanation were given, I understood just by looking.

    "That's it."

    It was the misfortune perceived by everyone gathered here, including me, manifesting itself in the form of smoke.

    "Paying misfortune that brings no benefit to me, for acquiring something helpful..."

    That's an overwhelmingly potent authority, if it weren't for the downside of unpredictable outcomes.

    Even in admiration, I busied my eyes, searching.

    For what I presumed was the greatest misfortune.

    However, it turns out I didn't need to scour far and wide.

    Smoke bloomed prominently from the center, darkest and densest around me.

    Could it be because of my intense attachment to life?

    Or subconsciously thinking I'm responsible for the escorting line here?

    "Does it really matter why in this situation?"

    Thanks to my misfortune, an opportunity emerged, and it was time to seize it.

    Swallowing my dry throat, I grasped the black smoke enveloping the area.

    Moments later, the smoke was drawn into my body, causing a slight commotion around.

    "W-What is this?"

    "What's happening?"

    "The crack in the barrier is disappearing!"

    The cracks in the barrier began vanishing with each wisp of smoke absorbed.

    "What on earth is happening?"

    "Does it matter? The cracks are gone!"

    "It matters! Knowing the reason is how we survive inside here!"

    Of course, not all cracks disappeared, stopping at around 80 or 90%.

    As I could no longer draw in any more misfortune.

    "So a one-time authority has its limits with misfortune of this magnitude."

    After collecting all possible misfortune through the authority, I blinked inappropriately for the situation.

    No subsequent changes occurred, no matter how long I waited.

    The misfortune brought through the authority had repaired the barrier. That was it.

    "Is this really a god's authority?"

    Repairing barriers can also be done by spatial mages, can't it?

    I was standing, stunned because the situation was as absurd as it was confounding.

    "Huh."

    Suddenly, mana began to swell inside me.

    An utterly bizarre sensation. Like blowing air into a balloon inside me.

    Grasping at the surreal sensation, I staggered, clutching Yang Taeho's shoulder nearby.

    "K?"

    "Hyung?"

    I had no time to reply to my party members calling out.

    As the overwhelming sensation waned, numbers appeared at the upper left corner of my view.

    "Time Limit: 00:30:00"

    The timer, initially set at a full 30 minutes, began moving immediately.

    There was no need to rack my brain to understand the situation unfolding.

    It was enough to predict what was happening through the newly displayed system window.

    "Do you wish to proceed with the 3rd Awakening? (Y/N)"

    The solution proposed by the one-time Karlos' authority was perfectly timed.

    Almost like it was reading my thoughts.

    The unfolding situation was slightly unsettling, but it wasn't the time for deeper contemplation.

    All relevant plans for various outcomes had been outlined.

    "The opportunity Karlos' authority granted me is only 30 minutes."

    There was no time to hesitate.

    Despite the foggy state from the sudden increase in mana, I forced myself to speak.

    "Hyung, I'm going for the 3rd Awakening."

    "You're serious?"

    No time to explain everything to the bewildered Yang Taeho.

    I had already pressed the Yes button.

    * * *

    As a wild crash echoed and the barrier shattered into pieces, blue flashes covered the perimeter's 3 o'clock direction.

    "Run, run! Faster!"

    "What are the Silver Ranks doing?! They need to block!"

    "We only have two hands, you know?"

    "Find a way to dodge properly!"

    Almost simultaneously, the humans hiding within the barrier began running en masse toward the same direction.

    A select few even took the lead to clear the path.

    The evolved species, frozen still from the electric shock following the blue flashes, easily let them pass.

    "Kuruk?"

    The General-Rank, observing the scene, tilted its head.

    It couldn't comprehend why they would partake in such a foolish act.

    They couldn't go far because of the double barrier anyway.

    While watching the rapidly distancing humans and the busyly pursuing 5-star evolved species, the General-Rank began to move slowly.

    Its command was the annihilation of the Demi-humans.

    "Kurrr..."

    Leaving any surviving Demi-humans would be unforgivable.

    The General-Rank hastened its leisurely steps.

    Thanks to that, it soon found the clustered humans at the edge of the double barrier.

    "See? They couldn't go far. Why did they run?"

    If they had died back there, there would have been no need for this tiresome pursuit.

    "Kuruk, kuruk."

    Expressing discontent, the General-Rank rolled its tongue and reached out.

    There was no longer a barrier to protect these humans.

    It intended to warp the space their bodies touched, severing head from torso instantaneously.

    Yet, before the General-Rank could manifest magic,

    Thud, thud, thud!

    Some humans swiftly drove shields into the ground.

    "We can't widen it! Stay close!"

    "Climb on!"

    "Pick up the child! Quick, quick!"

    Then, humans positioned behind them shouted busily.

    A golden canopy materialized, centered around the shields.

    "Kururuk!"

    Recognizing what the phenomenon meant, the General-Rank reacted vehemently and lunged forth.

    It aimed to shatter it before the golden canopy could complete.

    However, an obstruction appeared before the General-Rank reached its target.

    "Why don't we have some fun?"

    A human with golden eyes.

    Not even having felt its presence, its emergence was startlingly sudden.

    What ensued after was no less abrupt.

    Crash-!

    The General-Rank, unable to evade the human's kick, was flung backward.

    As a result, many evolved species in that direction were swept away as well.

    Meanwhile, the human who had kicked the General-Rank leaped high into the air.

    Standing on the red platform that appeared mid-air, the figure spat out blood-tinted saliva, murmuring.
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    "Spit, it hurts like hell."

    I mused aloud, standing on the barrier I created in the air, spitting out a mixture of blood and saliva.

    「You are the first player to be promoted to the Gold rank! Reputation increases by 200.」

    A message similar to the one I received when I was promoted to Silver followed the third awakening.

    But I barely registered it. The metallic stench of blood rising with each breath was overwhelming.

    It seemed I had bitten the inside of my mouth during the awakening.

    Ever since becoming Gold rank, my senses had become much sharper, making my own blood smell repulsive.

    The aftermath of the awakening hadn't completely faded.

    The sensation of my flesh, muscles, bones, and organs disassembling and reassembling at an elemental level.

    The additional awakening process was indescribably painful.

    During which I wanted to let go of my consciousness several times.

    But I didn't for one simple reason.

    "If I let go and can't wake up again, it's over."

    It was sheer stubbornness and tenacity that kept me hanging on.

    Thanks to that, I could make use of the opportunity provided by Karlos's authority.

    I looked back at the general-rank and the "Evolved Species" that had fallen like bowling pins behind, rotating my arms and shoulders.

    It was to check my changed body. The outcome drew a dry laugh from me.

    "It's phenomenal."

    From fingers, arms, shoulders, back, abdomen, thighs, calves, to feet.

    I could feel the denser muscles all over my body.

    The change brought back to my mind something I heard somewhere.

    "Was it from a documentary?"

    Carnivores have small muscle fibers, resulting in a high density, each fiber exerting two to three times the power of humans.

    This perfectly described the transformation within my body.

    With this body, I felt like I could play around with the 5-star Evolved Species.

    "Kyaaa!"

    "Kieek!"

    Yet, seeing the throngs of Evolved Species below made me feel overwhelmed.

    The thought of diving into those creatures made me sigh.

    But I had to absorb mana as quickly as possible.

    "If I'm not careful, I'll have to go through the third awakening twice."

    That was something I really wanted to avoid.

    Of course, that wasn't the only reason.

    The dozens of pairs of eyes looking up at me from within the Divine Canopy.

    Some belonged to children whose names I didn't even know.

    "I don't suddenly want to be a hero or swayed by sympathy."

    From the moment I recognized the Evolved Species' assault, a number lingered in my mind.

    "The fall of Callum Castle was eight years ago."

    Yet, more than half the children weren't even eight years old.

    The world they knew was nothing but a farm where monsters devoured adults.

    Recalling such simple facts brought Bolvita the Baron's voice ringing in my ears.

    "Make sure to get them to a safe place."

    The unexpected words still resonated within me as I replied. There was no backing down.

    "At least I'll keep my word."

    Drawing my shoulders back and contracting my back muscles, I tightened my grip on my spear.

    "Hoo."

    I began twirling the spear in a figure-eight pattern, murmuring to myself.

    "17 minutes."

    After verifying the remaining time on my timer, I pinpointed the direction where the general-rank was flung and leapt downwards.

    "Reduce the numbers before it returns."

    Then, with the spear engulfed in red mana, I impaled the Evolved Species directly below.

    Stepping onto the ground soaked with black blood, I swung the spear, striking the Evolved Species surrounding me.

    The backs of 5-star Evolved Species bent at bizarre angles from the spear's blow.

    Once the downed beasts were dealt with using attribute mana, mana exceeding hundreds of thousands was absorbed.

    "Hoo."

    Just a single swing, with a single swing of the spear, neutralized six or seven 5-star Evolved Species.

    The power of a player awakened to Gold rank was beyond my expectations.

    Glimmer-eyed, I pounded on the ground with every intention to sweep all Evolved Species.

    At that moment.

    「Kerak's will acknowledges the player's intent.」

    「For 10 minutes, attribute mana is amplified by 1000%.」

    A completely unexpected message appeared at an unforeseen moment.

    If I said I wasn't astonished, it would've been a lie, but I didn't dwell on it.

    As soon as I felt the familiar sensation of a balloon inflating inside me, I instinctively arranged my mana.

    Reading through the 2,000-page mana arrangement manual I received from Ahel, I recalled an elemental magic of the lightning type.

    Though a simple form of elemental magic, it required about 100,000 attribute mana for implementation.

    Having invested days memorizing the arrangement, believing a day would come to use it.

    The lightning-type mana, which moved freely at my will, arranged itself swiftly.

    「A fiery thunderbolt is forming.」

    Crack!

    The system message popped up, and lightning descended from a clear sky.

    White flames began to spread from the spot where the lightning struck.

    The phenomenon is called 'white fire', which only occurs above temperatures exceeding 1,000 degrees Celsius, engulfed the surroundings whole.

    Given it was a magic that consumed 100,000 units of 5-grade attribute mana, it lived up to its potency.

    The flames began devouring the evolved species greedily.

    Even I, who implemented the magic, wasn't exempt from its effects.

    Feeling my flesh cooking, I instinctively covered my body with remaining attribute mana.

    Yet, the sensation of my skin being scorched was vivid.

    If it was challenging for me, with grade-5 attribute mana, the simplistic resistance against magic the Evolved Species had paled.

    "Kieee!"

    The screams from the Evolved Species consumed by the white fire echoed incessantly.

    "Gasp!"

    With those cries came an overwhelming rush of mana pouring into me.

    From as little as 80,000 to as much as 100,000 per creature, an astounding amount of corrupted mana began its absorption.

    Since I had disbanded the party to absorb as much mana as possible, I had to withstand the repercussions of absorbing the corrupted mana alone.

    Contrary to the increase in mana I experienced borrowing authority, an internal transformation, this influx rushed at me from the outside.

    Standing amidst a torrent of mana, the sensation felt akin to being caught within a waterfall.

    As if I'd be washed away at any moment, within the intense flow of mana, the chaos rating began to skyrocket.

    From 10% to 20%, then again to 30%.

    The chaos rating climbed sharply, quickly surpassing my limit.

    Although it was excruciating, an odd thrill accompanied the pain.

    Within the pandemonium engulfed by the white fire, I danced between thrill and pain.

    In a dazed state, as though drunk or drugged, faint noises reached my ears.

    Screech, screech.

    "Kurururu..."

    The general-rank, who had returned, stood not too far away, writhing more violently than when I first saw it.

    Unlike me, who could barely manage, it wasn't immune to the effects of the white fire.

    Seeing the white fire clinging to its ever-twitching body made it evident.

    "The grade-5 elemental magic is effective."

    Smiling coolly, I flicked my fingers.

    "Kuluk!"

    As if understanding the provocation, the general-rank promptly used magic.

    Sensing the mana shifting around my neck, I immediately twisted my torso.

    Sure enough, the space where my neck was moments ago began distorting.

    Had I not dodged, my head would've been cleanly severed from my body.

    A hair-raising situation, oddly enough, made me chuckle.

    As adrenaline surged within me, I could feel the thrill even amidst a life-and-death battle.

    The memory of sparring with Ahel, who always teased my nerves with a gentle smile, ignited my fighting spirit.

    Besides, I was already in a foul mood.

    The creature decided to wreck my peaceful evening, leading to a nocturnal nightmare.

    And there was pent-up frustration from the pain I endured through the third awakening.

    So, I decided to vent my frustrations on the general-rank eagerly.

    "You're dead meat."

    I thrust my spear directly toward the creature's head.

    Instead of dodging, the general-rank twisted the space in front of its face.

    Seeing the intact space crumpling, I retrieved my spear.

    Then, I threw the blackwood dagger I retrieved with my left hand at my feet.

    Ordinarily, the dagger would've lodged itself into the ground.

    "Kuluk?!"

    Instead, the vanished dagger reappeared from the side of the general-rank, flashing a bright white.

    "Space magic isn't just for you to use."

    As long as this creature's magic was at the 4th-grade, Ahel's magic couldn't inflict direct damage.

    "It's at a higher rank."

    To win the battle of mana hierarchy, I'd need to use my magic.

    But that didn't mean Ahel's magic was useless.

    If outclassed in mana grade, one could use magic physically for effective damage.

    Predictably, the general-rank hastily implemented additional magic to deflect the dagger targeting its face.

    Though the attack attempt failed, it wasn't a major concern.

    "There are still opportunities."

    With Ahel's magic and blackwood daggers at my disposal, I adjusted my attack strategy.

    I immediately threw another dagger and implemented the Telekinesis magic.

    This time, I deliberately made the fixed arrangement loose.

    Using such a magic execution, the object moved through the space, unable to withstand the pressure, shattered.

    "Just like now."

    The blackwood dagger shattered with a bang between the general-rank and me.

    "Kaeek!"

    Unlike me, who used a makeshift shield to block the debris, the monster took it head-on.

    Still, even with sharp debris lodged in what appeared to be its eyes and face, it didn't retreat.

    Amidst the blistering hot white fire, the exchange of attacks was fierce.

    And in that fierce struggle, I gained the upper hand.

    I wasn't only relying on magic.

    The evolved species had to fend off both my magic and spear simultaneously, with only magic at its disposal.

    "I suspected as much when it stealthily moved at a slow pace from the start."

    Its physical abilities weren't that threatening.

    Having had an upgrade in both hardware and software through the third awakening and Kerak's recognition, it wasn't a match for me.

    Realizing that, I gritted my teeth and pressed the general-rank even harder.

    Achieving this as a Silver would have been a pipe dream, but now that I was awakened to Gold, it was possible.

    Using Acceleration without worrying about side effects made my advantage clearer.

    Unable to keep up with my movements, the general-rank began allowing effective strikes.

    "Kuaaakk!"

    It missed the timing to execute magic, taking a spear to its body, and screamed as it staggered backward for the first time.

    Of course, it wasn't a smart move.

    "You won't escape!"

    I relentlessly pursued it, swinging my spear.

    Thunk!

    A dull sound reminiscent of a watermelon splitting resounded as black blood spurted from the general-rank's head.

    That marked the end of its incessant writhing.

    It seemed either subdued or sapped of strength.

    The recent blow likely shattered its skull, causing at least a concussion. Naturally, the effect was noticeable.

    I didn't miss this chance, distorting the ground beneath its feet.

    "Kurrukk!"

    When it failed to avoid and stumbled, tilting to one side.

    "I got you!"

    A thrilling sensation coursed through my mind.

    Lighting the fight in my eyes, I infused attribute mana into my spear.

    How to describe the thrill when the spear, with a blue gleam, pierced the general-rank's neck?

    Shwaa-!

    I swung the spear upwards, tearing the Evolved Species' head into two.

    As black blood sprayed, a familiar system message appeared.

    「You have successfully eliminated the enemy. 211,169 corrupted mana absorbed.」

    Each 5-star Evolved Species harbored mana within the range of 80,000 to 100,000.

    However, the 7-star creature, dubbed general-rank, housed more than twice that, exceeding 200,000.

    During mana absorption, I exhaled trembling breaths.

    The sensation pounding down my spine and into my mind had turned somewhat pleasurable.

    Once absorption was complete, I sighed languidly, surveying the area where the white fire had begun to subside.

    "Too bad."

    I wanted to kill more, to absorb more mana.

    Longingly, I turned to the direction where mana was felt.

    When a nameless child from behind the Divine Canopy watched me and our eyes met.

    Damn System.

  
    Chapter 128

    Chapter 128. Achievement (4)

    It felt like I had been doused in cold water.

    I clenched my teeth, shutting my eyes tightly.

    "Damn it."

    I resumed the purification process that had halted at some point, but my Chaos Value had already exceeded 60%.

    It was higher than when I took the Promotion Test, reaching a realm I had never experienced before.

    The urges for violence, impulsivity, and murder weren't as intense as I feared.

    However, the craving for mana was vivid.

    It felt like I had become a beast that could think of only one thing.

    My sense of self was being swallowed by the instinct to seek mana.

    Sensing the crisis, I immediately threw away my spear and crouched down on the spot.

    I clutched my head, engrossed in purification.

    It was an act that came purely from an instinct not to lose myself.

    "Whew, whew."

    For a while, I focused solely on purifying the corrupted mana.

    Gradually, the Chaos Value began to decrease.

    Once it dropped to the 50% range, I could think again.

    Of course, I still felt surges of anger.

    I couldn't help but wonder why this ordeal felt new every time.

    Deep in my heart, resentment and hostility toward the Damned System seemed to feed on the corrupted mana and grow stronger.

    Yet, it was better to have such violent impulses boiling over.

    At least, it didn't feel like I was disappearing entirely.

    It wasn't a situation where I could feel at ease.

    'There's only 7 minutes left.'

    I had to purify as much as possible before that timer ran out, or the Chaos Value would rise again.

    "Hey, K?"

    "Hyung? Are you alright...?"

    At that moment, Yang Taeho and Kim Yul emerged cautiously as the Divine Canopy vanished.

    But purification was urgent, and I glared at them sharply, waving my hands roughly to send them away.

    Understanding my gesture, the two stopped and even actively kept other players from approaching.

    Thanks to them, I could focus on purifying without any interference.

    "Whew."

    By the time only 2 minutes remained on the timer, my Chaos Value had dropped to the 20% range.

    I wasn't satisfied; I had to purify even faster.

    On the map, a blue dot was approaching rapidly.

    "What the...?"

    The one who appeared on the scorched earth was Shamel.

    When our eyes met, my Chaos Value was in the mid-twenties.

    I was more rational than before, but it was still hard to consider myself in a normal state.

    Perhaps I was a bit irritable, or maybe moodier than usual.

    Eventually, even my greeting to Shamel wasn't polite.

    "You're a bit late. I've already taken down the general-rank."

    "What...?"

    "Why are you looking at me like that?"

    I was practically taunting as I rested the spear on my shoulder, stepping over the general's corpse provocatively.

    "What lecture are you planning to give today?"

    Shamel started pointing her finger at me, her expression crumpling in anger.

    And with her loud, resonant voice, she began her tirade.

    "You insolent brat! Just because you've taken down a general-rank, you're full of yourself!"

    But I, who had been quite fed up with her nagging tendencies, interrupted halfway through.

    "I seriously can't take it anymore. How about acknowledging when someone does well...?"

    "Hahaha! Ah, the moonlight is really beautiful, ain't it?"

    "Oh, count sir, you've arrived? Yul was seriously so scared!"

    Of course, I couldn't finish my words properly because Yang Taeho suddenly interrupted, covering my mouth, and Kim Yul stood in front of Shamel, simpering.

    I angrily removed Yang Taeho's hand, glaring at him.

    "What is this about?"

    "Just don't pick a fight! You're not in your right mind because of the Chaos, okay?"

    Yang Taeho urgently whispered as he tried to cover my mouth again.

    'I didn't even pick a fight.'

    I merely voiced my complaints, yet here I was, being treated as a brawler.

    Just as I was about to express my disbelief, more blue dots appeared on the map.

    A dozen or so knights arrived following Shamel. They seemed to be a rescue team.

    'How did they get here so quickly?'

    The question lingered for a moment before I could surmise the situation thanks to Shamel's arrival.

    'That old hag was seconded to the 8th Division.'

    The day before, the Order's army had been assembling its forces to retake Callum's Castle.

    Moving troops was inevitable during such operations.

    Shamel's 8th Division must have been on the move, and if their route wasn't far from the 4th Division, the current situation made sense.

    It wasn't a rescue team sent by individual orders, but volunteers from nearby garrisons who had heard the news and arrived.

    'Even if we held out with a barrier, it wouldn't have been dangerous.'

    Of course, in that case, I wouldn't have monopolized as much mana.

    'Even with the power-boosted mana gone, the silver rank shouldn't be a problem.'

    I let out a languid breath and lifted my hand to rub my neck.

    It was a habit I often did after a hunt ended.

    And as always, when my hand touched my neck, system messages began to appear as if they had been waiting.

    「The rescue team has arrived.」

    「All escort targets are safe!」

    「Congratulations! MISSION - Sub scenario: You have successfully escorted them!」

    「You have made a significant contribution to the mission's success!」

    「You are awarded 4800 Main Scenario Contribution Points as a success reward.」

    It was an official announcement that the nighttime raid had ended safely.

    But not everything was over yet.

    I glanced to the east side of the map, where thick trees concealed the direction I wished to gaze.

    Almost simultaneously, the timer hit zero.

    'Damned.'

    My Chaos Value, painstakingly lowered, surged up to near 50% again.

    The annoying feeling of being trapped in a quagmire from which there was no escape despite my efforts.

    It was truly a filthy feeling.

    * * *

    Toma swallowed dryly as he glanced sideways.

    His gaze reached the outskirts of the campsite.

    There, sitting on a protruding rock with a furrowed brow, was K.

    After the battle, he seemed to have a conversation with the female knight who arrived with the knights, but he had withdrawn to one side without moving for several minutes.

    'What to do? Should I go check now?'

    Toma had joined the escort mission, foregoing the combat mission, with the intent of exchanging a few words with K.

    Yet, due to the non-stop travel throughout the day and the nighttime raid, there had been no opportune moment.

    Fortunately, the raid ended without any deaths or injuries.

    Nevertheless, approaching K remained difficult.

    'Seems like he's in the middle of purification; wouldn't it be a disturbance if I went? That's not good...'

    Certainly, having killed numerous 5-star Evolved Species, his Chaos Value must have risen significantly.

    Given the probable challenges he faced, it would be inexcusable to interrupt him.

    Toma hesitated, pacing in place as he deliberated.

    'What should I do?'

    He had envisioned numerous times what a day like today would be like upon entering this game.

    Yet, now that K was right before him, he was at a loss about what to do.

    'I really want to thank him, and while I'm at it, maybe make a connection...'

    K had contributed more than half to Toma's safety and stable growth by providing valuable information in the eight guideposts he had uploaded.

    Toma wished to express his gratitude to K someday for his significant contributions.

    And to take the opportunity to open a channel and possibly foster a friendship.

    But...

    "Are you going to keep standing here, seeing how things go?"

    His party member, tired of Toma's indecision, prompted him to act.

    "Just go and say the thanks. What's so hard about...?"

    "Are you crazy? What if he's purifying?"

    Toma retorted instantly, causing his party member to shake their head dismissively.

    "Seriously, whenever K is mentioned..."

    Despite the murmured complaint seeming irritated, Toma was too focused to hear it.

    He was once again casting furtive glances toward K, gauging the situation.

    Toma had his reasons for being so cautious.

    'Honestly, it's a bit scary.'

    The fact that K's personality was relatively aggressive was widely known.

    Approaching with a high Chaos Value wouldn't be a smart choice.

    After observing K throughout the day, Toma's conviction only solidified.

    'He definitely smiled.'

    Toma had been positioned right in front of the Divine Canopy.

    In doing so, he had closely watched K in combat against a 7-star Evolved Species.

    He could clearly recall the thrilling, serene smile etched on K's face.

    What thoughts could lead someone to smile in a life-threatening situation?

    To Toma, K felt otherworldly, creating a sense of distance that couldn't be overlooked.

    Coupled with his overwhelming combat ability, unimaginable to someone like Toma.

    'I couldn't even see the tip of his spear.'

    Observing K brandishing his spear gave an intense sense of intimidation.

    It felt as though maintaining a distance would still see him pierced by K's spear.

    To Toma, K's prowess was incomparable.

    This man, possessing a powerful area-of-effect skill that annihilated 5-star Evolved Species.

    It was the most overwhelming force Toma had witnessed from any player so far.

    'He is no ordinary person.'

    Like a thorn that sticks out no matter where you place it, K would always stand out.

    He stood atop a summit unreachable to other players.

    'His influence will continue to grow.'

    If they couldn't become friends, establishing a line of communication at least would be advantageous.

    Toma sought eagerly for a chance to make an acquaintance with K.

    "When will you stop dawdling?"

    Then, the middle-aged woman who had arrived with the knights barked in K's direction.

    "If you're going on reconnaissance, hurry it up!"

    As if resigning to the push, K sighed deeply, rubbing his face dry as he stood.

    It was as if someone awaited this exact moment to approach him.

    "Hyung, have this. Eating something sweet might help your mood."

    A golden-haired member of K's party spoke, offering something to him.

    Toma keenly observed K's reactions.

    Though his expression remained crumpled, he didn't drive away the party member.

    He even accepted the lollipop and put it in his mouth.

    Clearly, the Chaos Value had decreased, presenting a window of opportunity.

    'I owe my life to K, so first things first, express my gratitude.'

    Without him, the escort team might have been annihilated by the 7-star Evolved Species.

    No, the current version of himself might not even exist.

    "Whew."

    With a deep exhale, Toma organized his thoughts and began moving toward K.

    But just as he took a single step forward, the golden-haired party member met his gaze and shifted his body subtly to obscure Toma from K's view.

    'What...?'

    The awkward and peculiar positioning made Toma hesitate and stop in his tracks.

    Meanwhile, unnoticed by K, the golden-haired party member gestured toward the children's direction and asked K.

    "Are you going to return with them? We've cleared the mission."

    Unable to decide his course of action, Toma resorted to eavesdropping on the two's conversation.

    "Since the rescue team has arrived, it's considered clear. With the knights' support, it's harder to let the kids die."

    The logic was sound. No matter the number of players, the presence of a dozen knights took precedence for protection.

    'Fighting off monsters is one thing.'

    Defending someone, as opposed to engaging in destructive hunting, was of an entirely different nature.

    "So what do we do?"

    "What else?"

    K, massaging his neck, responded to the golden-haired inquiry.

    "We'll take the kids and head to the rear."

    Then he mentioned they would join the 8th Division afterward.

    "I've already talked it over with Shamel. We're also going to make a stop first, so hold tight."

    K concluded, turning around, and the golden-haired member followed.

    Toma intended to follow them as well.

    He wanted to establish some rapport with K somehow.

    "Um..."

    As he mustered courage and tried to speak to K,

    "Stopping by? Where?"

    The golden-haired member subtly closed in on K's peripheral vision and glanced back.

    Toma's brows twitched.

    The repeated interference made it clear.

    The golden-haired one was deliberately obstructing any attempts at communication or interaction between him and K.

    This caused Toma to hesitate in awkward silence.

    "I don't know."

    "Huh?"

    "It's something I'll know once I visit."

    "Shall I come along?"

    "I'll go with hyung, so you wait here. I might need your help."

    "Hmm... Alright, come back soon."

    K soon left the campsite with another party member.

    Without even a chance to open his mouth and call out to him, they left in a flash.

    TL's Corner:

    What's going to be Toma's role.
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    Chapter 129. Achievement (5)

    "Ahem, I heard that the Outsiders were getting quite worked up about something called contribution points."

    "Though I don't quite like your antics, I shall lend my strength for the sake of Lord Bennett."

    Now that I had obtained the Gold rank, encounters with general-rank creatures posed less of a threat than they did before.

    That was why I seriously considered Shamel's proposal to go with her to the 8th Battalion.

    'I never imagined that the commander of the 8th Battalion would be her disciple.'

    Had I known of such a relationship, I would have sought an opportunity to join the 8th Battalion rather than returning to the 4th Battalion.

    'At least knowing now is better than never.'

    Both the cards I held and the surrounding situation had changed significantly from when I left the 4th Battalion.

    Thus, I had to keep revising my plans accordingly.

    'Refusing would be foolish.'

    Although the thought of being face-to-face with Shamel day after day was already stressing me out.

    I couldn't just let go of the additional contribution points due to personal preferences.

    'Since the escort mission ended, I had to find a new mission anyway.'

    Ultimately, I accepted Shamel's proposal.

    However, that didn't mean I went straight to the 8th Battalion.

    'That phenomenon earlier.'

    That something that appeared at the edge of the map before the general-rank had struck.

    It kept bothering me.

    It could have been a mere illusion, but knowing there were children who had escaped from the farm made it hard to dismiss lightly.

    For this reason, I asked Shamel to wait in the campsite for me.

    Of course, it might have been another general-rank, not the survivors, that I saw.

    I hadn't observed well enough to distinguish colors.

    But it didn't matter. Now that I could maintain the Gold rank on my own, it was not a big issue.

    'If it's a monster, I just need to slay it.'

    I had recovered the attribute mana used during purification, so I believed I could handle it.

    I exited the campsite with only Yang Taeho accompanying me.

    "So, it's an additional search mission, eh?"

    "Yes, I have a feeling about this. It might be cumbersome, but please bear with it a little longer."

    We exchanged brief words while running swiftly.

    "It's about the lives of those kids, so no use complaining about useless efforts."

    "I think the same."

    I judged it was better to prevent any lingering uncertainties, even if it meant a bit of extra trouble.

    Thankfully, Yang Taeho seemed to agree with me.

    He followed closely without any complaints, allowing me to increase our pace even more.

    It wasn't long before a new dot appeared on the map.

    Not far from the location where I briefly spotted something.

    "It's blue."

    It could be a straggler or another rescue team that set off separately from Shamel.

    There wasn't any clear factor to be sure about.

    Despite that, cold sweat moistened my hands unknowingly.

    Driven by anxiety, I increased my pace toward the spot marked by the blue dot.

    Though Yang Taeho fell behind, I couldn't afford to wait for him.

    A black dot was closing in on six blue dots.

    "The area behind the valley should have undergone purification for sure."

    Looks like a few monsters that were lucky enough to survive were roaming around.

    Profanities rose involuntarily. No matter how fast I ran, the monster would arrive first.

    It was almost laughable how I was hitting my limits just hours after achieving the Gold rank.

    'How far up must I climb to be satisfied?'

    I wanted to demand answers from the Damned System that might be watching this very moment.

    But as always, no answer would return.

    All I could do was run as fast as possible.

    While urging myself to go faster through the forest path, faint sounds reached my ears.

    "Kiik, keee."

    I drew the spear strapped to my back and leaped over the visible rock ahead.

    The moment the scene beyond the rock came into clear sight.

    "Maybe a hundred and fifty, two hundred meters?"

    I hurled the spear toward the monster far ahead.

    The spear, thrown with unusual speed, pierced through the air in an instant.

    It impaled the monster attempting to climb a tree that was much thicker than my own body through its head.

    Not stopping there, it went further and embedded itself into another tree several meters beyond.

    The overly powerful force made the spear's tail vibrate.

    The monster, with its head cleanly pierced, fell to the side and lay limp.

    "There are no black dots around now."

    After resolving the immediate crisis, I closed my eyes tight.

    What the short-lived monster had been holding fell to the ground, you see.

    Though far away, it wasn't difficult to recognize what it was.

    What slumped to the ground was clearly a human arm.

    The issue was that it was markedly small in size.

    The traces weren't just those.

    "Damn it."

    Right beneath where I stood on the rock were ripped clothing, crushed innards, and fragmented body parts scattered everywhere.

    The dark red hue they emitted seemed to pierce my eyes, preventing me from looking at them too long.

    Would rushing more have led to a different result?

    Could I have saved them if I had managed the general-rank quickly and searched the area?

    If I had raised the level of the Detection Magic more? Wouldn't the detection range have widened then?

    Numerous thoughts collided and overlapped, prompting me to ask myself several questions.

    And I knew the answers to all those questions.

    'Pointless thoughts.'

    Speculating about alternatives for what's already passed is nothing but a foolish act.

    Regret might hold some value, but lingering is useless.

    'Let's just do what we can now.'

    I exhaled deeply and moved away from the blood-stained spot.

    Approaching the massive tree, whose circumference was too large to hug even with both arms extended, I lifted my gaze.

    'They were definitely climbing here.'

    As expected, among the thick branches and plentiful leaves, I found what I was looking for.

    Firmly clinging with tiny hands to the branch and trunk were indeed children.

    "One, two......"

    The children visible to the naked eye were just two due to the leaves obscuring them.

    However, according to the map, six figures were huddled on this tree.

    The broken branches caught my eye as I looked at the two children, who had frozen stiff upon spotting me.

    Not a perfect straight line, but more like traces that extended downward at regular intervals.

    Around where I stood were signs of crushed undergrowth and scratches on the base of the tree.

    These scattered traces gave a sense of how the events had unfolded.

    "They fell."

    The child, seemingly devoured, likely fell from the tree.

    They must have encountered the wandering monster on the ground afterward.

    "Sa, it's a person......."

    "Don't go down! It might be one of those administrators chasing us!"

    Around when I grasped the situation.

    "Oh, thank goodness, I thought we lost them."

    Yang Taeho arrived.

    Saying so while panting heavily, he swiftly slid down from the rock and glanced between where I stood and the traces around his feet.

    He asked just one thing.

    "Are they up there?"

    I nodded calmly.

    Yang Taeho squatted on the spot, gathering the traces scattered around his feet into one place and whispered quietly.

    "We oughta clean up before the kids see, so drag it a wee slower."

    "We will have enough time for that."

    The children were so wary that they didn't move even after seeing the symbol above my head.

    Their response differed from the previous survivors who approached after seeing Palao's symbol.

    "Perhaps it's the cautiousness of being in a smaller group."

    Or maybe they had undergone harsher experiences than the children who were hiding.

    Regardless of the reason, I had no intention of forcibly dragging the children down.

    Once was enough for hasty actions that hurt the children's hearts.

    Of course, I couldn't leave those children up there forever, so trying to persuade them down was necessary.

    After sending a message to Kim Yul, I surrounded the area with a large barrier.

    Just in case, I prevented the children from leaving the vicinity.

    "They might escape if they jump down."

    There were only two of us, Yang Taeho and me. It would be impossible to handle if six children fled in different directions.

    While setting barriers, Yang Taeho started digging the ground with a shield.

    As he did so, I looked up the tree once more and said.

    "Ilena will come soon, so wait a moment."

    Ilena was the child who explained the escape situation in front of Baron Bolvita.

    At the mention of her name, the child who had frozen upon spotting me widened their eyes.

    Soon, Ilena arrived in Kim Yul's arms.

    "Judith!"

    "Ilena!"

    The children's reunion turned into tears.

    * * *

    Several days passed since the victorious announcement of reclaiming the Callum Castle echoed far and wide.

    Sitting in his chamber, Vellego by himself began to tremble with anger.

    Truly, his rage had reached its peak.

    "I, survivors from the Callum Castle talk nonstop about that Outsider. And......"

    "And?"

    "They say that Outsider killed several general-rank creatures in the recent siege......"

    It was simple why Vellego was this furious.

    Recently, he had been hearing that detested name much too often!

    Hence, a decoration ceremony was set for the following week......

    "Arghhh!"

    Hearing the continuation, Vellego couldn't contain his rage any longer, sweeping everything off his desk as he screamed.

    But instead of dissipating, his fury only mounted even more.

    Stories spread among the survivors had, by now, painted K as a hero.

    Given the revelation of K's name and achievements, even his past feats surfaced.

    "To think that bastard was the first Outsider......"

    Due to the gate appearing in the temple, it was a fairly well-known fact that reinforcements from other worlds could be brought over.

    However, hardly anyone knew that it was K who connected the gate.

    Vellego himself was one of those unaware of this fact.

    But the situation had changed now.

    Everyone had come to know of K's accomplishments.

    The public became aware that K, who survived the perilous corrupted area, visited the temple, held talks with the 7 Great Gods, and eventually connected a gate that could bring reinforcements.

    As a result, it was unveiled that K, the Outsider mentioned in the Apostle of Meferoseta's prophecy.

    Most demi-humans now understood that K brought a glimmer of hope to the prolonged war.

    Completing the prophecy, retrieving the holy relics of the Order, saving the farm's survivors, participating in the battle to reclaim the castle taken by enemies, and even slaying the dreaded general-rank creatures in just a few months were numerous achievements for one Outsider.

    With things being as they were, it was only natural for the demi-humans who heard the news to focus their attention on K.

    In their eyes, K was fast becoming hope itself.

    However, Vellego's circumstances were different.

    Every time K's accomplishments were praised, disgust filled his being.

    The thought of exalting the rogue who brazenly robbed his safe with a sly face was intolerable!

    His shoulder, pierced by K's dagger, still throbbed as if reminding him of the indelible scar left upon him.

    The very notion that the one who did him harm was seemingly prospering twisted his insides to the point of affliction.

    "That rascal, looking like he's always skirting around..."

    Everyone should know about his underhanded nature!
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    In reality, Vellego had been disparaging K's reputation with such a single-minded focus just a few days ago.

    He had put quite an effort into informing others about K's true nature.

    But as anyone could see from his trembling alone, his efforts didn't last long.

    The high priest of the Order of Agnotia had cautioned him upon hearing of his actions.

    - There are already many eyes watching you. Don't act rashly.

    What on earth is that guy, that he makes the higher-ups of the Order rally so hard in his defense?

    Thud, thud –!

    Even after clearing off his desk, he couldn't contain his anger, taking harsh and ragged breaths.

    Vellego suddenly turned his gaze to the window and took a deep breath.

    A cloudy sky, heavily overcast, reflected his image in the window.

    His attire consisted of a white robe for a priest adorned with a gold-embroidered belt around his waist.

    This was the attire that proved Vellego was a junior priest.

    "Hehe."

    Vellego had finally become a priest.

    After failing to kidnap K, he had spent ten times the failed ransom – a hundred thousand Herr – to achieve this.

    'I may have used a lot of my personal savings, but...'

    Now that he had become a priest, it didn't seem like a big issue.

    'The treasury can be refilled again.'

    This priest's garb would make it possible.

    Observing his reflection in the window, he began to feel better about the situation K had put him in.

    As Vellego was caressing his satisfied belly with a smile, the office door suddenly burst open.

    Alarmed by the unexpected intrusion, Vellego turned to the door.

    And as soon as he identified the person standing there, his expression turned sour.

    "What are you so startled about?"

    Unlike the robust and healthy-looking Vellego, the figure was of slender build with a pallid complexion.

    "Reitan Protoram!"

    Reitan, the second son of the deceased Count Protoram and the current head of the Protoram family.

    He was the brother who had practically banished Vellego from the family.

    As Reitan appeared, the attendant, who had been conveying news about K, quickly fled the office.

    He escaped before any misplaced wrath could befall him. Reitan was a person Vellego should best avoid confronting.

    "What brings you here, you scoundrel!"

    Vellego bared his teeth at Reitan, his voice brimming with anger as he glared at him fiercely.

    The Chedaltman Castle, where Vellego was placed after being ordained, was a month's journey away from Kimol, where Reitan resided.

    This wasn't a place one visits without reason.

    "I couldn't possibly say it's to visit my brother."

    Reitan, with a weary sweep of his gaunt face, answered dryly, contrasting with Vellego's sharp antagonism.

    "I stopped by to pay respects to Priest Jernima."

    Vellego's frown deepened.

    'Meeting with Priest Jernima?'

    Wasn't he the high-ranking priest in charge of the entire management of the Chedaltman Castle?

    'Why would Reitan meet him?'

    Before Vellego could dwell on his suspicions, reitan clicked his tongue disapprovingly.

    "I heard rumors that you squandered family wealth to become a priest."

    His words and demeanor reeked of disdain, and he looked at Vellego with contempt.

    "Ah, truly, I never get used to my brother's stupidity as time goes by."

    Though he had grown up with it and was weary of it, each encounter still left him simmering with indignation.

    "Why waste money on something that's crumbling?"

    Even if aware of one's own shortcomings, feeling it afresh through another's eyes always brought spite to the surface.

    "Why not feed the wretches in the slums, to at least stuff the bellies of those worse than dogs and pigs?"

    Such condescending remarks pouring from his brother made Vellego's blood boil, making it impossible to remain indifferent even after 30 years.

    What vexed him more was the powerlessness instilled within him over time.

    By now, he had subconsciously accepted his own foolishness and merely trembled at the barrage of insults.

    "Anyway, don't even think of using family assets for the temple's affairs—that's what I came to say."

    Reitan, with his arms crossed, shot Vellego a scathing look.

    "Don't contact the family, that's what I mean. Do you understand?"

    Despite hundreds or thousands of similar experiences, the humiliation never got easier, driving Vellego to quake with fury, his face flushed red.

    And right then, there was a light rap on the door.

    "Tsk."

    Clicking his tongue at the interruption, reitan turned and exited the room without hearing Vellego's reply.

    He exited the office like he entered, flinging open the door and striding briskly out.

    The apprentice priest standing at the doorway opened his eyes wide in surprise.

    But once the apprentice saw Vellego's expression, he quickly averted his gaze.

    Choosing to act as if he hadn't seen anything was a decision of prudence, knowing all too well the notorious enmity between the Protoram siblings.

    Nobody wanted to be caught up in the conflicts of the nobility.

    "P-Priest, the convict for judgment has arrived..."

    Thus, pretending to be unaware, the apprentice mentioned the business that had brought him to Vellego.

    "Aaargh!"

    Ignoring the apprentice's words, Vellego began hurling objects around the office in a fit of rage.

    His own impotence against Reitan's disdain had incensed him beyond what he could bear.

    Acting like a madman was his desperate attempt to deny that.

    Now, it was understandable why the attendant had fled without looking back earlier.

    But such situations did not last long as usual.

    "Huff, huff."

    After a moment, Vellego stopped and glanced at the door, panting heavily.

    He locked eyes with the trembling apprentice priest outside.

    At that moment, it reminded Vellego of the High Priest of the Order of Agnotia's warning during his ordination.

    The high priest of the Order of Agnotia had eyes as green as this apprentice's.

    - You must remain diligent in your duties.

    A sharp rebuke for having bought his way into the clergy.

    Though the ordination had been grudgingly given due to internal political pressures, there was no intention to tolerate a tarnishing of the Order's honor.

    Having received such a pointed warning, failing in his assigned duties might mean he could be expelled anytime.

    Therefore, what could he do?

    "I'll prepare and go, so tell them to wait!"

    Even amidst his anger, he had no choice but to keep working.

    "Y-Yes!"

    The apprentice priest hurriedly scuttled off at Vellego's barked command.

    'Having spent such a fortune to enter the Order, I cannot be expelled before I even get started.'

    Thumping and stomping, Vellego headed to a side door connected from the office to the sacrificial room.

    'The sacrificial room.'

    A place for priests to perform offerings to the god.

    The purpose of these offerings was, of course, to use divine authority.

    'Tsk, it's actually quite cumbersome.'

    Unlike apostles, who are revered as agents of the gods and intrinsically possess divinity, priests require a few additional cumbersome steps to wield divine authority.

    This entails performing rituals with offerings according to specific rules and formats.

    Only through this process could one temporarily borrow the divine authority.

    This was made possible by the fragment of divinity received during ordination.

    In the common view, borrowing divine authority in this manner was often referred to as receiving a "blessing".

    Receiving such blessings repeatedly over tens of years leaves traces of divinity.

    This is why the eyes of high-ranking priests or high priests were faintly tinged with gold.

    Of course, this story had nothing to do with Vellego, who had just become a priest.

    'Should I place the wool on the east side?'

    He was an utter beginner who had not fully mastered the rituals.

    Therefore he relied on the manual given before ordination to clumsily prepare the offering.

    He would have ideally completed the offering before the convict arrived to receive the blessing in advance.

    But the unexpected visit from Reitan delayed him, necessitating haste.

    Shortly after, Vellego lit the carefully prepared offering and recited the prayer of the Order of Agnotia.

    At that moment, the sacred fire began to change.

    The ordinary red flame began to glow softly with a golden hue.

    As the flame grew smaller, it absorbed into Vellego, who had led the ritual.

    "Whew."

    Having successfully received the blessing of Agnotia, Vellego rose to his feet.

    "Ugh, yeah."

    It was now time for him to attend to his assigned duties.

    Vellego exited the sacrificial room and hurried along the corridor.

    Reaching the waiting room, Vellego was met by soldiers of the Security Corps who had brought the convict.

    "Nice to meet you, Priest."

    The soldiers saluted him promptly upon his arrival.

    Vellego's mood, previously dirged to the ground by the unwelcome guest, lifted slightly.

    "What about those to be judged?"

    At Vellego's query, delivered with an uptilted chin, the soldiers promptly pulled two men forward.

    While the soldiers forced the men to their knees, Vellego gulped down his nervousness quietly.

    "Whew."

    Regaining composure, Vellego stepped before the kneeling men.

    Employing the blessing stored within his heart, Vellego's eyes shimmered with gold.

    The allegations against them had already been delivered in documents, so there was no need to ask much.

    "Were you the ones who killed the innkeeper of Jagomita two days ago and fled with the loot?"

    "N-No, sir!"

    "We are innocent, sir!"

    The two men, oppressed by the soldiers, responded with tearful voices.

    An outsider, unknowing, might have been convinced that they were truly falsely accused.

    Their pitiable, desperate demeanor seemed to warrant sympathy.

    But, although human eyes and ears could be deceived, divine authority could not be tricked.

    The authority of Agnotia, which discerned lies, deceit, betrayal, and hypocrisy, remained infallible as always.

    "Urgh!"

    No sooner had the men proclaimed their innocence than a horrendous stench emanated from them.

    "T-They! Ugh! They are the criminals!"

    Vellego shouted, having urgently pinched his nose shut.

    This essentially amounted to a verdict of guilty against them.

    "No, it's not!"

    "This bastard!"

    Though a fierce protest ensued, the soldiers subdued them with kicks, bringing things to a close.

    "Well done, Priest."

    "Urp, urgh...."

    Nonetheless, despite the soldiers' praises and flattery, Vellego could scarcely collect himself due to the lingering stench.

    It was his second blessing.

    Amongst those, the first had been during his ordination, which was merely ceremonial.

    It was his maiden attempt to use actual authority to make a discernment.

    Coming into direct contact with the stench of deceit was unbearably torturous.

    Agnotia of Purity.

    His authority discerned deception, deceit, betrayal, and hypocrisy at all times.

    This led to the priests of Agnotia, along with priests of Finelpenia, to form close ties with the Security Corps.

    Because the authority of Agnotia identified criminals while Finelpenia read the records left at crime scenes to aid investigation.

    Collaborating with the Security Corps or Guards was practically the main task of both Orders.

    'It's also a significant source of income for the two Orders.'

    Charitable offerings were made to the Orders in exchange for completing assignments.

    So, becoming a priest of Agnotia meant continuously encountering this stench.

    Remembering this left Vellego despairing of his future prospects.

    Ultimately, Vellego left the follow-up tasks to the apprentice priest and guards, storming out of the waiting room in a fit of pique.

    He feared the unimaginable stench still lingered at the tip of his nose.

    "Damn it, damn it...."

    Still rubbing his sore nose, Vellego stopped as he caught a glimpse out the window.
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    "Hmm?"

    He noticed an all-too-familiar carriage stopped in front of the temple, headed towards which was Reitan's retreating figure.

    Instinctively stepping aside from the window, Vellego clicked his tongue in annoyance.

    "Tsk."

    Why hasn't this nuisance left yet, even not being part of the Order?

    'He should have left a long time ago, this irritating fool.'

    At that moment, while discreetly watching to ensure Reitan departed, a trainee priest, rushing and flustered, collided with Reitan, failing to notice him.

    Because of this, reitan dropped something—a pocket watch with a round face and a thin chain attached to it.

    "... What?"

    Vellego found himself pressing his nose and forehead against the window without realizing it.

    With an unprecedented quickness, reitan picked up the fallen pocket watch and yelled angrily.

    "What is the meaning of this!"

    "I'm, I'm sorry, I'm so sorry!"

    Even at a distance, the fury in his voice reached Vellego.

    This was truly unexpected because, as far as Vellego knew, this was the first time he had ever heard Reitan raise his voice so loudly.

    Yet it did not shock him as much as the scene he had just witnessed.

    He would have thought he was mistaken, but it had been all too clear.

    Vellego stood in front of the window for a moment, stiff as stone, with the certainty he had not seen wrongly.

    Then, reitan began looking around, apparently searching for something.

    Vellego, unsure of the exact reason, instinctively hid beside the window.

    Moments later, the sound of a horse neighing followed by the rhythmic clopping of hooves echoed.

    Vellego, still clinging to the wall, swallowed nervously before peering beyond the window cautiously.

    The carriage, emblazoned with the marking of House Protoram, exited the temple's main gate, growing distant with each passing second.

    "Phew."

    Finally, releasing a sigh of relief, Vellego looked down at the spot where Reitan had stood moments before.

    That area was now desolate, as even the trainee priest had left the vicinity.

    Yet, Vellego could still vividly imagine the thick black smoke that had surrounded Reitan.

    Grazing his eyes still holding the authority, he clenched both hands tightly.

    'I wasn't wrong.'

    The force of the gods is unfailingly absolute; the black smoke that seemed to devour Reitan existed indeed.

    As he recalled that scene, the creed of Agnotia which demanded purity before the gods flashed through his mind.

    'Falsehood and hypocrisy leave a stench, betrayal, and deceit leave black smoke.'

    Swallowing hard, Vellego's eyes glinted with intensity.

    But even as he exhaled forcefully with a snort, he calmed himself.

    'This, this requires careful consideration.'

    Even if he was a little slow at times, he possessed just enough discernment.

    Everyone knew about Vellego and Reitan's less than favorable relationship.

    Under such circumstances, how many would seriously listen if Vellego claimed to have seen the black smoke around Reitan?

    If not handled carefully, fingers pointing at Reitan would shift to him, accusing him of a petty brother envious of his younger sibling's inheritance.

    'I have to investigate quietly.'

    Resolving so, Vellego began to make his way cautiously.

    'That watch...'

    Thinking of Reitan's watch, Vellego's expression turned grave.

    It was after dropping the item that the black smoke was visible, and vanished when Reitan picked it up again.

    There was undoubtedly a secret hidden within the watch.

    'If that is removed, will the Priests of Agnotia all see the black smoke?'

    It's time to investigate discreetly and thoroughly.

    With serious resolve, Vellego returned to his office.

    Upon opening the door, what he saw left him petrified as if turned to stone.

    "Yo, long time no see, my young master."

    At the very center of the office, which had been left in disarray by himself.

    "What, not even a greeting?"

    A smug face seated comfortably on a luxurious sofa filled his vision.

    "Anyway, why is this place in such a state?"

    The very first Outsider who had garnered immense interest from the Demi-human race.

    "It's filthy. Can't you keep it clean?"

    It was K.

    * * *

    The recapture of Callum Castle ended successfully.

    The players, too, managed to secure a small part of the glory.

    After escorting the children safely to the rear, my party joined the 8th Brigade in the siege on Callum Castle as planned.

    Not just us; quite a few players appeared on the battlefield.

    Each with their connections and networks, they joined the battle.

    Most of them were Silver-ranked, having undergone a second awakening.

    Being Silver-rank players meant purchasing Mana Control was an option.

    In Bihar, they were considered capable knights.

    'Although half of those capable knights ended up dead.'

    War spares no one, regardless of skill—random arrows could claim lives indiscriminately.

    Even I faced several hair-raising close calls.

    Surviving through such dangers ensured I was still alive.

    In that process, I took down three general-rank enemies and cleared thousands of field mobs.

    Among them, there were quite a few 3-star and 4-star evolved species offering a substantial amount of mana.

    Thanks to that, there was no shortage of mana absorption.

    Once I earned all I could from the siege, the first thing I did was visit Vellego.

    "Since I heard you became a priest, it turns out to be true?"

    "Y-you..."

    "Aren't you happy to see me after such a long time?"

    "You cheeky rascal! How dare you show that brazen face here!"

    The more I teased, the more Vellego shouted in irritation.

    On the contrary, I merely raised my lips in satisfaction.

    'I like how he provides feedback so promptly when poked.'

    To provoke Vellego further, I smugly placed both feet on the table in front of the sofa and said,

    "You're bolder than me."

    "W-what?"

    "An attempted kidnapper and human trafficker turned priest."

    What would happen, I pondered, if I shared our past encounters with the other priests?

    To introduce the point I came for, I began to shift gears, making Vellego flinch visibly.

    I continued, leaning my head to the side with a more annoying grin.

    "I heard the highest priest from Agnotia opposed your appointment until the very end..."

    Though ultimately, internal order interests led to his appointment.

    What mattered now wasn't the outcome.

    What mattered was a faction within Agnotia unpleasant about Vellego's dubious appointment.

    What would happen if they learned what transpired between Vellego and me?

    'I only promised not to hold him legally accountable.'

    I never promised not to share the story with others.

    Whatever response others had to the tale had nothing to do with me.

    Upon clarifying this point, Vellego, despite having turned even redder in the face, restrained himself from yelling.

    Satisfied, I beckoned with my fingers and declared firmly,

    "Why don't you sit down if you don't want things to escalate?"

    Judging by the way he grudgingly sat on the sofa, Vellego seemed to understand his position well.

    'This will make the conversation easier.'

    The reason I sought Vellego was simple: I had heard from Jordan that he became a priest.

    The fact that a corruption involved was already clear without explanations.

    'He must have bribed his way into the priesthood.'

    Surely there's hidden wealth he's keeping.

    From what I saw, Vellego was particularly greedy for money.

    Just as the saying goes, the more one knows, the more one desires; having much made him crave more.

    Someone like that wouldn't have squandered all his gold on bribes.

    Surely there's money stashed away somewhere, and my plan was to extract...

    'No, no,'

    I intended to seek investment from him. The plan was to use it to establish an orphanage.

    Research showed a lack of facilities caring for the survivors rescued from the farms.

    Losing one's home proved more dire than many imagined.

    It meant an entire halt of previously established economic activity.

    For adults, this alone spelled disastrous livelihood disruption.

    'Let alone orphans with zero economic capacity.'

    Although the religious orders did take in children, it applied only to those below the age of seven.

    During wartime, food was scarce, and resources were primarily allocated to the military.

    Even a order that exerted influence across the continent couldn't pour limitless resources into an endless pit.

    'That's the nature of charity.'

    That's reality. But staying idle because that's how reality is, wasn't an option.

    Was it responsibility because of discovering those children?

    Or perhaps the words of Baron Bolvita deepened their impression in my subconscious?

    Perhaps it was an adult's conscience unable to ignore it.

    Frankly, I couldn't pinpoint the source exactly.

    Yet, deciding on a course, unnecessary distractions from uncertainty seemed wasteful.

    'Honestly, seeing it through to the end feels cleaner.'

    Vellego, as a priest now, couldn't ignore external activities.

    'He has plenty of money, and I have a hold over him—ideal as a charity partner.'

    Monitoring to prevent him from meddling in the orphanage's operation would be simple too.

    Having prepared extensively, I systematically persuaded Vellego.

    While discussing the orphanage, I subtly added pressure.

    "Think it over; you bought your way into priesthood, after all."

    Challenging him, wouldn't he know it could be endless?

    "I can be quite relentless when I put my mind to something, you know?"

    Given how my name was frequently mentioned across the tongues of people, how would it be if I tied unattended priests into a bribery scandal one by one?

    "Would you not find your position within the order precarious?"

    Most of what I said fittingly fell under 'intimidation' rather than 'persuasion'.

    'There's more efficiency in coercion with those having much to lose than in asking.'

    Sure enough, Vellego, though his jaw trembled violently, didn't object.

    "My proposal isn't unfavorable to you, is it? You know it."

    With a possibly compromised position internally, turning to external pursuits to contribute to the order and elevate its name seemed only right.

    Upon noting these points, Vellego's expression shifted.

    At first, when prompted to provide money, he endured with visibly pressed ire.

    Now, calculating his options, he appeared more contemplative.

    Seeing the halfway breakthrough, I further urged him.

    "I'm not opposed to you taking credit, just don't interfere."

    Encourage a bit of bragging at your next superiors' meeting.

    'Bought the priesthood with money and repair the image using money too.'

    Pushed this far, the outcome seemed inevitable.

    Vellego begrudgingly offered what I sought, as if forced, yet visibly gleamed with avidity.

    He couldn't hide his glee at the chance to make the most of this situation for himself.

    Quite straightforward.

    'Well, let him do as he pleases.'

    I truly had no intention of caring how he planned to leverage this initiative.

    And truthfully, Vellego blabbering about it wasn't unfavorable.

    'It creates a pretext to get more money.'

    Having proudly spoken of it himself, saying no when asked for more funds later would be difficult.

    Not to mention I already secured a check to fulfill my objective.

    Plans for the orphanage would place its management under Palao.

    'Managing orphans couldn't be entrusted to someone like Vellego.'

    On that day, handing the check over to Jordan, I laid specific plans for organizing the orphanage.

    Discussing each detail, the time passed swiftly.

    Eventually, the day of the victory ceremony arrived.
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    The location for the victory ceremony was not Callum Castle but Loborre Castle.

    Callum Castle hadn't secured safety to the extent that civilians could freely come and go.

    Like other bases, the time when civilians would frequent and form shopping areas would come later.

    Precisely speaking, that would be after the Order of Temoria secured Callum Castle's safety.

    "It was said that erecting the Canopy would take about a month."

    Setting up a Divine Canopy, capable of blocking and enduring all threats and hardships of the world.

    It was the authority held by Temoria, known for Patience.

    The additional Trait Yang Taeho received upon awakening with the Silver rank was a downgraded version of that authority.

    "Because of that Canopy, there won't be any Messeo formed in areas where the Demi-humans reside."

    At a glance, it seemed to play a role similar to barriers or shields, yet distinct differences existed from magic.

    "The Canopy endures as long as its bearer does not give up."

    This meant the Canopy could be maintained for days, months, or even years.

    If those who set up the Canopy could patiently endure, theoretically, it wasn't impossible.

    "In theory perhaps, but not in reality."

    In practicality, it was impossible.

    No matter how skilled they were, even they couldn't withstand adversities indefinitely.

    "When the bearer of the Canopy falls asleep, the Canopy disappears."

    That meant the Divine Canopy was being continuously maintained by the alternating efforts of the priests of Temoria.

    Considering that they must perform rituals to receive the blessing, it implied enormous resources were being consumed just for that.

    Of course, the fact that the Order of Temoria established a safe area remained unchanged despite the consumption.

    As a result, the influence of Temoria was soaring tremendously.

    The most proud among the Seven Great Orders.

    'Pretty much regarded as guardian gods.'

    Accordingly, the pride of their followers was unusually strong.

    But today, irrespective of which god one believed in, everyone was excited.

    After all, the news of reclamation came, calming things down for two years after Viceta.

    "Praise the Order's army!"

    "May the god watch over us!"

    "There's an Outsider there! Wow!"

    "Cheers to the heroes!"

    Loborre Castle was teeming with Demi-humans who had gathered to witness the victory ceremony.

    I wondered where this vast crowd had emerged from, so many they were.

    Was their excitement mixed into the air itself?

    Everything touching me felt warm as I watched from the assigned waiting seats, divided by affiliations.

    The anticipation of the gathered crowd was palpable that day.

    In response to their expectations, the victory ceremony was splendid.

    Throughout the event, petals scattered, and the rewards for those who achieved merit were generous.

    "Indeed a wartime situation."

    Performance, morale, public support, all had to be considered, making extravagance inevitable.

    In my mind, I understood the situation a hundred times over.

    Yet, perhaps because I had been running around just the previous day to establish an orphanage?

    The petals falling from the sky, the complimentary food celebrating victory, the gold coins as rewards.

    Each element filling the ceremony's splendor caught my eye.

    'If only these ceremonial acts could be reduced, funds would be available for other uses.'

    Thousands of war refugees could be easily aided.

    But spending money like that wouldn't show publicly.

    The need to communicate that we were in a war, actively striving to win.

    Surely, events like departure ceremonies or victory celebrations couldn't be skipped.

    Knowing this, why did it still not sit well with me?

    'Let's not dive too deep.'

    It wasn't a problem I could solve simply because it caught my attention and weighed on my mind.

    'We even built an orphanage.'

    There are plenty who don't even go that far, so this should suffice.

    Being an Outsider, I've done all I could.

    I kept repeating this to myself, shaking off extraneous thoughts.

    Meanwhile, the ceremony continued and moved to celebrating the merits of the players.

    "In honor of the glorious achievements of today, let us not forget our comrades who worked hard together."

    On the platform, the gaze was directed toward the players' seating — Carmant Ephenel.

    Commander-in-chief of the 1st army headquarters, responsible for the central division within the Order's army.

    "The Marquis of Heilas, where Loborre is located, and apostle of Finelpenia."

    His voice, amplified with magic, filled the vast courtyard of Loborre Castle.

    He continued, scanning through players divided by their respective affiliations.

    "Those called by Temoria, please rise."

    The first mention naturally went to Temoria, known for its formidable presence.

    Players from Temoria went up the platform, receiving medals and rewards.

    The attending players were already briefed through their respective orders about the ceremonial proceedings.

    Knowing when to stand and how to proceed.

    Along the way, I had learned that Palao would be last.

    Thanks to that, I sat patiently, observing each player called up in turn.

    "All in all, about 20 of them, including our party."

    Realistically, these are the distinguished talents from each order at present.

    "In other words, the new faces of the orders."

    This occasion also served to introduce the players officially to the Biharin populace.

    Each individual's achievements and merits would bring up the name of the order they belonged to.

    Seeing the simple structure ironically drew a smirk.

    'Despite over a decade of war, it's still a mess of competition and mind games.'

    Seeing through the upper echelons, within the strained circumstances of merely maintaining status quo, indulging in power struggles was evident.

    It wasn't solely the problem of those serving the gods. The structure was shaped by the Seven Gods themselves.

    Honestly, the more I learned about them, the more dismaying they became.

    I sat in the row of Palao, the least decorated order, curiously observing what seemed like a foolish spectacle.

    By then, the prior sequence had concluded, and the players affiliated with Palao were called.

    "And lastly, those called by Palao."

    This was the largest number among the seven orders.

    Of the players at the victory ceremony, there were four from Palao.

    Despite being the least recognized order, four players had made significant contributions worthy of this ceremony.

    It was only natural.

    Palao required players to be capable of Mana Condensation to become members.

    To achieve condensation at that stage, one must be inherently talented in mana.

    Since the order admitted those who could grow quickly, they could naturally deliver more results.

    "A bit envious."

    The leaders of other orders attending the ceremony probably didn't feel too happy about it.

    Suppressing a smirk, I stood from my seat.

    An unexpected incident occurred at that moment.

    "Woooaaah!"

    "K! K! K!"

    "The hero of Palao!"

    "The first Outsider!"

    The audience's cheers grew even more fervent.

    The intensity of their cheering was enough to resonate through my body.

    As if standing before massive speakers, the feeling was overwhelming.

    A bit flustered by the sudden event, I stepped onto the platform as briefed earlier.

    "Thank you!"

    "Please save us!"

    "Hurrah for the Outsiders!"

    "Hurrah for Palao!"

    I stood facing Marquis Ephenel with endless cheers behind me.

    I had to consciously avoid Furrowing my brow during the process.

    Partly because the cheers behind me were not entirely welcome.

    But regardless of my preferences, the cheers continued.

    "Outsider K."

    As soon as my inner tongue clicked, marquis Ephenel, who quietly watched over my shoulder, firstly addressed me.

    Approximately mid-50s, he had meticulously groomed hair and a mustache.

    Yet something even more striking stood out — his golden eyes, seeming impenetrably stern.

    Both Rashar and Jordan had described him as a meticulous, self-disciplined individual.

    Meeting him in person, their evaluation didn't seem far off.

    On the contrary, it felt understated.

    As if the perfectly groomed eyebrows showed no slight mismatch.

    'Absolute symmetry is so perfect it creates a sense of discord.'

    That was why the first impression I got of Marquis Ephenel wasn't mere meticulousness.

    'Perfectionist to an obsessive degree.'

    That's the expression best describing Marquis Ephenel through my eyes.

    Even his uniform was flawless without a single defect.

    While I observed Marquis Ephenel, he, in turn, observed me.

    This led to a brief pause unlike previous sequences.

    Not enough to affect the proceedings, though.

    "You've worked hard."

    Marquis Ephenel, who spoke not too late, extended his hand.

    It was unmistakably an offer for a handshake.

    Previously, brief words of appreciation were followed by medals and rewards, so why now?

    That question lingered for only a moment before a smirk appeared on my face as I reached out to Marquis Ephenel.

    His eyes flickered subtly.

    Indeed, as our hands met, I sensed a foreign divinity.

    "The authority of Finelpenia."

    It was a power I had experienced once before, allowing one to glimpse into past events.

    But I was unfazed.

    'I've never done anything disgraceful.'

    Even if I had committed wrongful acts, they were my decisions.

    I was prepared to face any blame or criticism resulting from them.

    Never had I wasted time heedlessly or done anything I'd be ashamed of.

    Therefore, I stood confidently before the power reading my past.

    "It only reads past events, not thoughts."

    If it were reading thoughts, I'd avoid it at any cost.

    The rational thing was to accept if it only read past events from a short encounter.

    "Otherwise, it'd seem like I was hiding something."

    Holding Marquis Ephenel's hand without changing my expression, the brief handshake concluded.

    "Indeed."

    The cheers, which had subsided momentarily, erupted again as he opened his mouth.

    Spectators aware that Marquis Ephenel was an apostle of Finelpenia grew ecstatic.

    The overwhelming cheers bordered on a physical beat on my back, leaving me no chance to contain my grimace.

    For the ugly truth behind the ecstatic cheers was not delightful.

    'They avoid risking their own lives to improve the situation, yet cheer for those who'll do it for them.'

    These cheers resembled the demands of those seeking someone else to rely on.

    That's the characteristic of a crowd.

    'Sweet if they like it, discard if they don't.'

    For now, our actions, including mine, aligned with their tastes, hence the cheers.

    But once disappointments mount or we fall from grace, they'd turn and start tearing us apart.

    These fervent cheers weren't directed at me but rather at their desires.

    My evaluation of the masses was candid and cynical.

    I glared at Marquis Ephenel with a grimaced expression.

    He had certainly incited the spectators' cheers earlier.

    His voice, amplified by magic, was disseminating throughout the crowd-filled plaza.

    Why single me out for actions and words he hadn't spared for other players?

    'What's the scheme?'

    His expression revealed no answers.

    Any noticeable change was that his expression appeared softer than before.

    Pondering what on earth this was, my brows narrowed.

    "If you had followed Finelpenia's teachings, you'd have excelled, a pity."

    Marquis Ephenel's continued words kindled the cheers further.

    "Should you ever change your mind, come visit me anytime."

    By now, his voice, even amplified with magic, was nearly drowned.

    At that moment, I realized why Marquis Ephenel spoke as he did.
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    'What a spectacular transfer proposal.'

    I hadn't expected such a public display, but my decision to not accept the transfer remained unchanged.

    I pretended not to hear the Marquis Ephenel's words by cleaning my ears.

    The Marquis Ephenel also pretended not to notice my reaction, receiving a medal handed by his aide with a nonchalant expression.

    Then, with the same indifferent demeanor as when he first took the podium, he pinned the medal onto my chest.

    Just like the players before me, it was now my turn to receive a reward.

    "For achieving the remarkable feat of capturing and ultimately neutralizing a general-rank adversary, thus contributing significantly to the siege, we acknowledge the accomplishments of the Outsider, K, by awarding 100 Her and a suitable piece of armor."

    Receiving the reward and armor was a shared experience.

    However, it didn't end there.

    "Additionally, outsider K made a significant contribution by bringing tormented survivors into the embrace of the divine. For this, the highest priest of Finelpenia expresses gratitude and bestows a suitable reward."

    The Finelpenia order provided a separate reward, not from the military order.

    In such a public setting, giving something exclusively to me felt excessive and unexpected.

    "Being an affiliate of Palao, receiving special recognition from Finelpenia could easily undermine the Palao order's prestige."

    From Finelpenia's perspective, though, it was beneficial.

    They created a situation where they could claim they took care of someone that Palao didn't.

    Objectively evaluating it as a method to serve Finelpenia's intentions, it was excellent; however...

    It didn't sit well with me that they used me unilaterally for their purposes without prior agreement.

    Despite this, I accepted the box offered directly by the Marquis Ephenel without displaying any resentment.

    'I may not like that they pushed things their way unilaterally, but...

    On the flip side, given that they proceeded unilaterally, receiving this item doesn't obligate me.

    'Let's consider it as the price for unilaterally exploiting me.'

    The small box, about the size of a fist, gave no hint of its contents.

    I decided to check it later, turned around, and descended from the platform, feeling numerous gazes following my steps.

    Once all the players, following my example, received their medals and rewards,

    「Congratulations! MISSION - Main Scenario Act 1, scene 3: The Dawn of the Counterattack has been completed.」

    「Select your participation reward.」

    「You are qualified for a rank-based reward.」

    Regarding the message related to achievements, a flood of over a dozen messages popped up.

    'They're really generous with achievements... But what is this even used for?'

    A player beside me mumbled, causing me to check the messages related to achievements as well.

    "Two hundred."

    Connecting to the server during a hidden mission yielded 10.

    Cleansing the 4-star corrupted area and receiving first place rewarded 100.

    In the main scenario reward, where rank came into play, it was 200.

    Additionally, I obtained minor achievements while destroying messeos, as it often occurred during party hunts.

    Thus, the accumulated achievements were not insignificant.

    'So the accumulated achievements have already exceeded three thousand.'

    However, even if achievements amassed, their usefulness was unknown.

    'They're not displayed in the status window, nor is the usage method known.'

    Hints suggesting uses related to substitution or gate regeneration were scattered but unconfirmed.

    'I'm roughly aware of when they're granted.'

    I speculated that reputation was tied to awareness among players and contributions to Earth.

    Enhancing player survival rates meant preserving Earth's forces.

    Thus, contributing to Earth's safety likely increased reputation.

    Mission completion rewarded reputation, likely for this reason.

    'Because completing a mission makes the hole disappear.'

    The reputation built remained a permanent discount benefit.

    Conversely, achievements seemed to be awarded based on in-game actions in Bihar and appeared consumable.

    'Reputation is expressed as increasing, achievements as accumulating.'

    I stared intently at the system messages, jotting down newly added achievements on a separate memo.

    Even as thoughts filled my head, I couldn't be entirely absorbed, because the victory ceremony was advancing into the march phase.

    Participants who played crucial roles in the siege, including players, boarded open carriages one after another.

    As the procession began, the residents of Bihar once again cheered fervently.

    Some players, sitting nearby, awkwardly waved back at the cheering crowd despite their embarrassment.

    I, however, faced straight ahead, ignoring the cheers resonating from all directions.

    The fervor transmitted by others was not welcomed.

    'Why, then?'

    For some reason, the cheers pounded against my body, reaching deep into my heart.

    * * *

    With the victory ceremony concluded, there was no reason to linger in Loborre.

    I rejoined my party and headed to the temple to return to Habon.

    But ahead of us at the gate stood a familiar group.

    "Oh? Isn't that Ilena?"

    The children, including Ilena, survivors of the farm, stood at one side, receiving stares from players traversing the gate.

    Not all were present, just a few older ones, around ten years old.

    Among them was a child we rescued after capturing the general-rank enemy.

    When I encountered Ilena in the corrupted area, she was crying uncontrollably.

    Now, she seemed considerably calmed down, presenting a neat appearance.

    As I surveyed the children, Kim Yul approached them first with a smile and a greeting.

    "Didn't you come to watch the victory ceremony? We looked amazing!"

    "I, hello. I thought meeting you there would be challenging...."

    Ilena glanced at me as she replied.

    "You waited here? You couldn't have known when we'd arrive!"

    "Well, it's just that, um, outsiders, you all frequently pass through here...."

    Kim Yul expressed surprise, and so did I.

    More than these kids waiting here for us, I was surprised they conceived such a plan.

    "Gathering information about Outsiders in just a few days... you've got some brains."

    Deciding to meet us at a likely spot was unexpectedly clever considering Ilena's age.

    'I suppose leading so many to escape indicates her foresight.'

    I looked down at Ilena for a moment and lowered myself to her level, asking gently.

    "Why wait for us?"

    Ilena's face turned red as I leaned closer.

    I was prepared to wait for her to speak, but someone interjected.

    "We came to thank you!"

    It was a child we discovered with Yang Taeho during an additional search.

    This was the same kid who scolded others not to leave the farm - Judith.

    "Was her name Judith?"

    I vaguely remembered hearing Ilena call her that.

    "That's all! There are no other motives, so don't think too deeply!"

    Judith was watching me with a cautious glint in her eyes.

    Yet, she stood firmly in front of Ilena, protecting her.

    "Aha."

    The intention was quite apparent.

    "It's cute."

    Thanks to this, my complicated thoughts eased somewhat.

    I exerted self-control to avoid laughing outright.

    Then Ilena pushed Judith aside with a sharp "Get lost!" before snapping at her angrily.

    "You're the one making strange comments to oppa!"

    Judith's mouth fell open in shock.

    "Oppa... You, you, you!"

    This soon turned into an exclamation of betrayal.

    "I don't call him oppa! I'm a year older!"

    "He's smaller than me, what kind of oppa is that!"

    A brief glance behind revealed Yang Taeho and Kim Yul trying to suppress laughter, staring at the sky or pinching their sides.

    I wasn't much different, holding back a laugh until my face felt stiff.

    Witnessing their light-hearted bickering over trivial matters was heartwarming.

    By now, the kids' spat was wrapping up.

    "Quit bothering and scram!"

    Ilena decisively chased Judith away with a fierce look and unwavering hand.

    After catching her breath, she turned toward me with a sidelong glance.

    With her hands clasping each other, tapping the ground with her shoes.

    "Oh dear."

    "A man with many sins..."

    Yang Taeho's sigh and Kim Yul's murmur echoed beside me.

    I responded by nudging Kim Yul's thigh with an elbow to silence him.

    Understanding my intent, Kim Yul immediately held his peace.

    "I, I..."

    Gathering her courage, Ilena spoke.

    "I just really wanted to thank you."

    Her face flushed as she began, her head gradually bowing lower.

    "For saving me and for comforting me then..."

    Though her voice lowered toward the end, it was clear enough.

    "I've been doing much better since, no more nightmares..."

    "......"

    "For finding us a place to stay, too, they said it was K who did that... Thank you so much."

    "Thank you very much!"

    Their thanks, conveyed with sincerity entirely devoid of ulterior motives, touched me profoundly.

    Inexplicably, standing in the presence of such pure intentions made me feel small.

    All my decisions had been calculated based on potential gains and losses.

    Even volunteering to protect the children arose from knowing a related mission would appear.

    It wasn't purely a selfless decision for their sake.

    Observing others' hypocrisy and self-interest often drew silent sneers from me because, truth be told, I wasn't so different.

    Utilizing others and evaluating personal gain was wisdom learned and accepted as a survival instinct.

    Meanwhile, Ilena and the others had yet to learn this.

    "Ah."

    Reaching this thought led to a revelation previously unknown to me.

    I'd been aware of my softness toward the children but never pinpointed the reason.

    I merely attributed it to projecting onto them memories of my younger siblings.

    It hadn't been crucial enough to need pinpointing until now.

    But today, unexpectedly, I realized the underlying reason was,

    'I wanted to protect it...'

    Unspoiled by the world, a child's innocence means they can sincerely engage with others.

    This purity resembles a glory lost to me over time.

    I find it difficult to engage with others purely and wholeheartedly now.

    I guess my unconscious wish to protect what I lost manifested through my leniency toward these kids.

    I closed my eyes to hide my agitation.

    However, realizing this subconscious desire caused my cheeks to quiver slightly.

    I kept repeating to myself that after reaching this far in the children's matter, it was enough.

    It's no longer my concern, after all.
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    'I was scared.'

    I already had a record of failure.

    As a consequence of that failure, the twins matured far too quickly.

    It began with them learning to gauge adults' moods and conceal their true feelings rather than expressing them.

    'At some point, they stopped being picky about food.'

    On top of that, they started looking for not what they wanted to do but what they could do.

    I could never forget the first day they did my laundry.

    They were just eleven years old at the time.

    Such changes were only natural.

    'I couldn't handle both parenting and supporting them all by myself.'

    But even though I knew it was natural, my heart wasn't at ease.

    Because I had witnessed those uncomfortable changes, I hesitated to try again.

    I knew it was practically impossible to safeguard their innocence.

    Essentially, I hesitated to act again because I was afraid of failing repeatedly.

    "Sigh."

    Confronted with my cowardice, a bitter self-deprecation slipped from my lips.

    Still, I couldn't bring myself to reach out.

    Sometimes, reality felt like a wall too high to even look up at, and I knew this better than anyone.

    I had experienced it firsthand.

    Reality that wouldn't budge no matter how much I screamed and struggled, and the relentless helplessness that engulfed me while I stood beside it.

    'Especially in Bihar, it's even more impossible.'

    We were at war with monsters whose origin we didn't know.

    How could one protect a child's innocence in such a world?

    It would be better to help them realize the truth as quickly as possible.

    In reality, living brutally, coldly, and selfishly was more advantageous.

    Offering such pure gratitude was less beneficial than cunningly manipulating adult sympathy.

    That was reality.

    'In such a place, what innocence?'

    I couldn't protect their innocence.

    'There's no need to play a game I'm sure to lose.'

    How was this different from the fleeting life of a moth drawn to a flame?

    My mind quickly calculated and urged me to make a decision. Implementing that decision wasn't difficult.

    The children expressed their prepared greetings, and I received them.

    So, all I had to do was get up, turn my back on them, and go my way. It was a simple task.

    Yet when I opened my eyes again, I found myself unable to do that simple task.

    "Uh..."

    Ilena was watching me anxiously, gauging my reaction.

    My hand moved on its own, patting Ilena's head.

    "It's good to hear you're okay."

    Though slightly hoarse, it was a seemingly ordinary voice.

    That alone should have sufficed, yet insistently.

    "If anything happens, tell the priests to contact me. Ask them to pass a message to K."

    "... Huh?"

    "You can even contact me when you're bored."

    Without going into details about the homepage, I simply explained there was a way for us to communicate.

    Ilena's anxious expression vanished, replaced by a full, bright smile.

    "Yes!"

    I understood that what I was doing was a foolish choice.

    As long as reality existed, I would fail again and be trapped in helplessness as a consequence of dreaming of the impossible.

    Even knowing this, I was frustrated with myself for choosing it.

    Yet, being aware this was an inefficient and foolish act, I couldn't turn back.

    The only thing left for me now was to grit my teeth and strive harder not to repeat past failures.

    This time, I hoped that the outcome of this foolish choice instructed by my heart, not my head, would change.

    I dwelled on the other name of this senseless choice.

    Those who didn't resign to the impossible and struggled dreamt.

    Even knowing what would happen, they couldn't let go of hope, believing that next time might be different.

    People called this hope.

    Since the contract for the building to use as a party base hadn't yet been finalized, I returned to Bennett's mansion with my party members, all while shouldering a complex sense of emotion.

    "Welcome back, K."

    Greeted by us was a sub-butler ranked just below Chandler since Chandler hadn't returned from the main house.

    According to the sub-butler, Rashar, the mansion's owner, was absent due to a meeting with the Order's army, and for some reason, Berta hadn't visited either.

    As a result, the mansion was quieter than usual.

    Judging by how the silence felt odd, I must have grown accustomed to life here.

    When I suddenly recalled this fact and got caught in a strange sentiment, the sub-butler asked.

    "Shall I prepare a meal for you?"

    Returning right after the morning's victory ceremony concluded aligned perfectly with lunchtime.

    There had already been a prior agreement to have personal maintenance time after returning.

    'It seems more efficient to have it all sorted at once and spend the remaining time separately.'

    I intended to go hunting immediately, so going up and then coming down would have been bothersome.

    After a moment of consideration, I turned to my party members and asked.

    "Isn't it easier to eat before going up? What do you think?"

    "No point in having it brought to separate rooms when we're in the same place."

    "Meat, always meat!"

    Unanimous agreement led us to head to a separate room and await the food.

    In the meantime, I decided to organize the rewards obtained this time.

    'First, let's organize the intangible rewards.'

    There were some main scenario rewards that I hadn't yet received, so I needed to check on them too.

    'Rewards like reputation and achievements are automatically received when messages pop up.'

    For mana, I received more attribute mana by selecting that option.

    'Next is the blessings from the gods.'

    Yang Taeho and Kim Yul automatically received blessings from the gods affiliated with them.

    Like priests and holy knights, they could formally use the god's authority once.

    Initially, I was probably supposed to receive Palao's blessing, but...

    'Is it another draw again?'

    I got a roulette instead.

    'Probably because of the trait, mark of the Alliance.'

    Adding to the random boxes I'm continuously aggregating through synthesis, another draw.

    'They just keep messing around with trivialities.'

    Both the random box and this roulette were systems based more on luck than effort.

    It wasn't my preferred type, but I couldn't discard it, so I pressed the draw button.

    Whirr whirr whirr.

    The cheap sound effects and the flashy effects were all annoying.

    However, upon seeing the text at the end, my eyes instinctively widened.

    「A ticket for one use of Meferoseta's authority」

    I looked at the ticket that had appeared in my hand along with a bright light.

    "Meferoseta..."

    Meferoseta was the order that predicted the arrival of players.

    Extricating the mysteries associated with that name quickly stirred my mind.

    'The oracle came about a year and five months ago.'

    Yet, the number I heard from the system conversation was two years.

    'It was mentioned that two years ago, they planned to connect the server.'

    The 7 Great Virtues couldn't use the existing gate due to something they overlooked.

    Since I hadn't conversed with the system since then, I hadn't been able to ask what the 7 Great Virtues missed.

    However, I distinctly remembered that number.

    'If they planned the server connection two years ago, it means the alliance with the 7 Great Gods and the system was formed before that.'

    So why was the oracle about my arrival given after that?

    Moreover, the oracle wasn't delivered by a god but by the apostle of Meferoseta.

    'The 7 Great Gods should be aware of the alliance; why didn't they convey it to each order and let the apostle say it?'

    What if the apostle hadn't seen the future of my arrival?

    As I understood, meferoseta's authority didn't allow one to see precisely the desired outcome.

    If it could accurately discern and view the needed information, Bihar wouldn't have ended up this way.

    'Although they explained it as something like seeing what one needs to see...'

    Considering the inability to predict the future precisely, it was effectively random.

    While apostles could view more of the future without limitation from divine authority,

    'Apostles face side effects instead of restrictions on authority.'

    Meferoseta's priests could speak of the future they saw through authority.

    They merely used a power already paid for through sacrifice.

    However, apostles who use divine powers without such inherent sacrifice face numerous restrictions.

    A classic example is Meferoseta's apostles dying if they divulge the future they see.

    Rashar once explained it as Meferoseta punishing them for breaking the virtue of temperance.

    The authority bypasses causal law, thus imposing restrictions on those who use the power without divine blessing.

    The explanation is half-right.

    'Rather than Meferoseta punishing for breaking the virtue of temperance, it's akin to causality intervening for elimination.'

    It means apostles must always be wary of causality.

    But Rashar, Palao's apostle, is identifying the intervention of causality as divine punishment.

    'Though the outcome is similar.'

    It's unclear if the 7 Great Gods themselves dealt with the punishment, or if it's a misinterpretation accumulated over time.

    However, seeing that they haven't proactively clarified it offered a glimpse into the 7 Great Gods' intentions.

    I contemplated offering Rashar accurate clarification related to it but refrained.

    I wasn't certain that the truth was an optimal choice for Rashar.

    'Upon realizing they were deceived by gods they trusted and followed...'

    If Rashar had sought to know, maybe, but otherwise, wouldn't it just end up as an unwarranted revelation for my satisfaction?

    Perhaps it might even be a petty reprisal.

    'Because I dislike the 7 Great Gods.'

    After all, they've always tried to treat me as a mere meat shield, and a desire to retaliate against them lingered in my heart.

    Ultimately, when it came to matters involving the 7 Great Gods, I couldn't completely detach my feelings.

    This hesitation lingered.

    As long as the hesitation remained, I wouldn't broach those topics first.

    I shook my head to clear it, as if shaking off unnecessary thoughts.

    'Let's use this authority first.'

    Knowing something is better than knowing nothing at all.

    I proceeded to use the ticket in my hand.

    Promptly, my vision warped and the ground and sky flipped.

    As if on a roller coaster, a floating sensation threw my body's balance off.

    "Gulp."

    As nausea threatened to spill, I clamped my hand over my mouth and shut my eyes tightly.

    At that moment, the disoriented balance re-stabilized, and my vision brightened.

    Even with my eyes closed, I saw a cityscape I'd known all my life.

    Black smoke billowed above, and screams hammered against my eardrum.

    -Kiyarrr!

    An unfamiliar growl.

    -Pzzzzzt!

    A familiar spark.

    -Hey, seol Gi!

    -Are you insane?! Do you want to see hyung lose it?! Get over here now!

    The furious, shouting face of Kim Yul and a nostalgic shadow beside him.

    As the calloused hand yanked the thin arm into his embrace, lightning struck.

    Immediately after, the ground flipped again. Having experienced it once, the nausea felt slightly less intense this time.

    I subtly furrowed then relaxed my brows, steadying the body's balance.

    Soon, Yang Taeho appeared—boasting a new, long scar from his left cheek that reached his lips.

    -Dang, you came again, huh?

    And standing before the now scarred Yang Taeho was a man with golden eyes.

    'Apostle?'

    Without symbols, it meant he was either an apostle or a priest or holy knight who had just used a blessing.

    '... With that build, he looks like a knight.'

    I wanted to observe closely, but time was short.

    Before I could scrutinize the man, the ground and sky flipped again.

    Shortly after a new scene filled my view, all thought abruptly halted.

    The man with golden eyes was clicking his tongue and bending his waist.

    -Tsk, what a damned sensitive guy.

    He complained with a deeply furrowed brow.

    -Beats me why they always offload shady stuff on me. Damn bastards. Just because they're gods?

    Then he hoisted the person who lay sprawled on the ground.

    Taking in the face of the person slumped over the stranger's shoulder, the earth and sky reverted.

    As my body's balance returned to normal, I snapped my eyes open.

    'What...?'

    The one the man with golden eyes carried away was undoubtedly me.
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    I had frozen in shock at the startling scene, but only for a brief moment.

    "Hyung, aren't you going to eat?"

    At the sudden call, I jerkily turned my head to the side and saw Kim Yul, who was already digging into a table full of food.

    Realizing that I was looking at him, he flinched and shuddered a little. Then, swallowing his food, he spoke.

    "... Why are you staring at me so terrifyingly? Did I do something wrong?"

    I brushed my face with my hand and shook my head.

    "It's nothing."

    But Kim Yul didn't believe my words easily. Instead of believing it, he scrutinized me with a sly, suspicious gaze, bringing his face closer.

    "It's not nothing, is it? I just felt like my life was in danger! Your eyes even turned gold, looking at people so intimidatingly! Did you use a blessing? What? You said Meferoseta, right? Isn't that a prophecy? You're affiliated with Palao, so how did you use it? No, you don't have to tell me that, just tell me what you saw! Did you really see the future?"

    I pushed Kim Yul's face away with the palm of my hand and thought.

    'Why was he next to Yeonwoo?'

    The fact that the two were together meant I had allowed it.

    'Or maybe I didn't know at all.'

    If it wasn't one of those two scenarios, Kim Yul being next to Yeonwoo was impossible.

    I had no intention of leaving a player, a dangerous element, near the twins. If I wasn't going to allow it, I would have removed him completely.

    I didn't voice it out loud because it wasn't something worth mentioning.

    But the truth was, my gaze at Kim Yul had altered a bit.

    'Do I trust him to such an extent?'

    Enough to let him be around my younger siblings?

    "What, what? You're not going to tell me? Hurry up and spill it!"

    From what I currently saw, there seemed to be no way such circumstances would arise.

    Seeming impatiently demanding a response, I pushed Kim Yul away firmly.

    Unable to resist the force differing between Gold and Silver badges, Kim Yul's body got pushed back, causing his chair to tip over.

    "Hey, I almost fell!"

    Of course, before the chair touched the ground, Kim Yul swiftly bounced up to his feet.

    Seeing him threatening to charge at me again demanding answers, I spoke decisively.

    "I said it's nothing. Sit down."

    "Tsk."

    Whether it's because he's perceptive or quick-witted, Kim Yul had a knack for always hitting the mark with uncanny accuracy, and today was no exception.

    He didn't cling further, pulling the toppled chair back and resuming his seat.

    'Though the issue is that it never lasts more than a few minutes.'

    At least it bought me some time to reexamine the things I'd seen in detail.

    'What I saw was the future...'

    Although they were brief snippets of images, what I gathered was not insignificant.

    'First, the background of the initial scene.'

    It's nonsense that I would take Yeonwoo to Bihar, and familiar skyscraper scenery confirmed that the location was indeed Earth.

    So, it implied that I used attribute mana on Earth, right in front of Yeonwoo.

    How many possible reasons could there be for that?

    "Does it mean things will eventually break through..."

    Is it that I couldn't conclude the war in Bihar and it ends up dragging to Earth?

    Just envisioning that short scenario made everything ahead seem bleak, enough to unintentionally create stiff lines across my face.

    Sensing that struggling, Yang Taeho slid a dish my way and remarked.

    "Looking at you, seems like you're shouldering all the worries in the world by yourself. Not sure what's swirling in your mind, but yeah, it's all about living, so eat while you're at it."

    I stared at Yang Taeho intently.

    His face and near his lips were covered with minor cuts.

    Even those were nearly healed with scabs forming.

    Looking at Yang Taeho's face that was still smooth, the scars I saw after the ground had flipped appeared to overlay it.

    In the end, I redirected my gaze away from Yang Taeho and rubbed my face with both hands.

    'This is driving me insane.'

    I never desired dragging this chaotic war to Earth.

    But it wasn't out of expectation either.

    That's why I had passed the situation to Squad Leader Yang Jochul before coming over.

    Though unwelcomed, it was somewhat within the scope of my plans.

    Hence, while unpleasant, it wasn't utterly shocking.

    Moreover, it wasn't a confirmed future yet.

    The future seen through Meferoseta's authority includes variability.

    'It means it can be changed anytime.'

    Thus, it was a matter I could tell myself there was still an opportunity.

    But what was related to Yang Taeho...

    The mere possibility of such an event occurring was shocking.

    Did I choose someone who could backstab me?

    'It seemed he knew that man.'

    Why did the man beside Yang Taeho carry me away?

    Who is he? What's his relationship with Yang Taeho? Why take me?

    My mind was excessively tangled, especially due to the words he spoke before hoisting me over his shoulder.

    'Something shady...'

    If so, it's likely closer to a bad meaning than a good one.

    Was Yang Taeho involved in it?

    'No.'

    I saw the scene of the two meeting first, then me getting taken away, which made them feel connected.

    Meferoseta's authority doesn't reveal the future sequentially.

    There's no certainty of a relationship between the two incidents.

    'It might even be a rescue, not a kidnapping.'

    What I witnessed was me lying collapsed and a man taking me away.

    The scenes before and after were missing, so jumping to conclusions is premature.

    I tried my best to not lose objectivity.

    And discreetly shelved what I saw.

    It's a matter of a yet-to-come future.

    The information I'd obtained was inevitably limited.

    For now, merely storing what I'd just seen without forgetting was sufficient.

    Clearing my thoughts, I let out a long sigh and picked up a fork.

    Trying the food in front of me, I started reviewing the next reward.

    'Store Free Use Ticket.'

    Where's the best place to use this?

    In comparison to other players, I barely utilize the store.

    Over 80% of the skills and magic I possess are self-learned.

    Regarding equipment, I only employ the custom-made feature when urgent repairs are needed in the corrupted area.

    Aside from water, which takes up weight, or potions, which are consumed continuously, there isn't much I purchase from the store.

    Naturally, it's to economize mana.

    If I can acquire something without expending mana, I'd welcome it with open arms.

    'Personally, I'd like to upgrade magic defense.'

    As encounters with general-rank evolved species increased, situations facing magic also became frequent.

    This phenomenon would intensify moving forward.

    Presently among my deck, the only magic repellant I possess is the Barrier.

    And it's merely a 2nd-rank magic, capable only of blocking 2nd-rank elemental magic.

    'To block higher rank magic, the defense magic's rank also needs elevating.'

    But I can't utilize defense magic of higher rank than the Barrier on my own accord.

    As it requires 3rd or higher rank of earth and wind attribute mana.

    Solving it isn't hugely problematic if I set my mind to it.

    'Procuring mana isn't a big issue.'

    Seeing there's Yang Taeho and Kim Yul available, and mana exchange between players via mana accumulation tools is becoming increasingly frequent.

    Still, I was hesitant to straightforwardly purchase new defense magic.

    Permanent skills that necessitate borrowed mana are low in utilization frequency.

    'Look at how infrequently I use spatial magic.'

    Spatial magic isn't my main offensive technique.

    'Although efficient, it strongly gives off the feeling of a support magic.'

    Due to the limited usage times dictated by the mana contained in the mana accumulation tool, it's inevitable.

    Utilizing the free use ticket for such magic seemed wasteful.

    Eventually, I diverted my attention elsewhere after pensive consideration.

    'Should I perhaps buy water-element magic?'

    Water-element is the only element among the four great elemental magics I lack.

    Taking advantage of receiving the free use ticket, I lingered my sight on a few depicted as 2nd-rank.

    'No.'

    I quickly shook my head.

    Thanks to recalling that purchasing this would equate to buying a white elephant.

    'Water just doesn't cooperate.'

    Internally clicking my tongue, I extended a hand beyond the table.

    Soon after, familiar sparks blossomed over the palm before splitting apart.

    And in the vacant space formed within the spark, bubbly water surged.

    It took just a few seconds for all the sparks to vanish, leaving a fist-sized mass of water in its place.

    But suspended midair, the water promptly splattered down with a splish.

    "Tsk."

    "Why, didn't work again?"

    "Yeah."

    Halfheartedly responding to Kim Yul's query, I irritably raked my hair back.

    Holding onto a slim hope, it had come up short once more.

    Mana of water attribute only allowed decomposition and materialization.

    Beyond that, attempting more was futile.

    For other attribute mana, I distinctly felt my will being accurately conveyed to the mana, maintaining perfect control.

    However, water felt as if my commands or intents ceased before transmitting.

    'Something feels obstructive.'

    Ahel suggests altering my perception about water is the only solution.

    Such advice didn't seem suited for resolving this predicament.

    "How am I supposed to change my nonchalant perception about water?"

    I found myself muttering in discontent without realizing.

    Throughout resolving this dilemma, I experimented with numerous approaches.

    Notably, by self-hypnotizing positive thoughts about water and increasing my water consumption.

    Even spending a deliberate one to two hours soaking in bathtubs regularly.

    When attending external affairs, I'd purposely immerse myself in valleys or near watersides.

    Consequently, there were numerous days I would backwash with Yang Taeho as well.

    However, the situation remained unchanged.

    I still hadn't resolved this issue.

    Acquiring water magic would merely be a nuisance given this circumstance.

    'Moreover, mastering 2nd-rank magic isn't a hard endeavor.'

    Despite being unable to register due to the inability to arrange water attribute mana.

    It's an attainable level of magic that can be self-taught.

    More efficient than purchasing from the store through self-acquisition.

    That's why I also excluded water magic from possibilities.

    'There are still many options to consider.'

    Thus, instead of hastily choosing, I planned to apply a process of elimination.

    'Permanent skills or magic over equipment that require constant repairs should be prioritized.'

    Thanks to Shamelle's drilling, spear techniques fell under my skills tab.

    'Perhaps it's worth checking if there's anything worthwhile for martial arts.'

    In hunting general-ranked creatures, both magic and physical combat were significant.

    'Each has a distinct personality.'

    Some creatures, like my first encounter, intensely use magic.

    While others rely on physical abilities to engage in melee battles.

    To respond to such varied creatures, I need balanced overall abilities.

    'Additional wide-area skills over martial arts would be ideal.'

    Preferably magic akin to the firestorm I used this time.

    'The store value for a firestorm was 98 million mana...'

    Almost 100 million, an unbelievable price.

    Initially, my hands trembled purchasing the 1,000-mana Invisibility.

    Now humorously, I registered 100 million mana magic without store purchases.

    'If I wish to wield it at will, gathering attribute mana should be expedited.'

    Though I have been continuously pressing forward, glancing at the path ahead revealed many tasks.

    Catching my breath in anticipation of the future, I suddenly sensed a gaze fixed on me.

    Turning, Kim Yul was gnawing on a giant lamb chop while watching me.

    "What?"

    I asked indifferently, and Kim Yul mumbled while munching his meat.

    "I didn't realize before, but now you seem like someone with a lot on your mind. You've been muttering to yourself, what on earth are you thinking?"

    "Organizing rewards and enhancing my strength and stuff."

    I replied easily and pulled out the store use ticket from my inventory and waved it.

    "Oh, a store ticket? I was thinking of getting a 4th-rank wide-area skill... How does that sound?"

    Kim Yul had recently purchased a high-rank attribute stone after reaching the Silver badge, thus increasing his attribute mana's rank.

    From a 3rd-rank storm to a 4th-rank hurricane.

    It was a stacked attribute with an added water attribute to the existing earth and wind attributes.

    Thanks to this, Kim Yul had increased both the variety and rank of magic he could use.

    To his question, I responded plainly.

    "Do as you like."

    I have no intention of meddling excessively in the growth of party members.

    I had already set the broad frame of our party hunting.

    Yang Taeho at the forefront creates the hunting ground through herding.

    I'm in the middle, extracting maximum efficiency from the hunting ground Yang Taeho created using strong firepower.

    Then, Kim Yul at the tail covering overall hunting ground fills any possible gaps left by me.

    These were the basic outlines of our team's party play.

    'They need to make their detailed choices accordingly.'
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    Fortunately, the two individuals understood their roles well, and they hadn't disappointed me in the party hunts so far.

    "What about you, hyung? Have you decided?"

    "Well..."

    With the mana I had, buying something from the Silver rank tab felt like a waste, while the prices of things in the Gold rank tab were way too high.

    Most of them were beyond my reach due to the fivefold limit on owned mana.

    'Perhaps it's better to save up for when I can't learn Mana Domination.'

    Mana Domination seemed to be an advanced skill compared to Mana Control. Transitioning from Mana Manipulation to Control had taken two months.

    If moving from Control to Domination would take the same amount of time, it might be better to purchase it outright.

    'How should I use it for maximum efficiency?'

    I pondered over how to maximize efficiency and spoke, "I'm planning to think about it for a while. It's not too late to use it after gathering more mana."

    "Gather more? You're not planning on going hunting right away today, are you?"

    "Why not?"

    Kim Yul, who had been happily chewing on meat stuffed into his cheeks, froze.

    Across from me, Yang Taeho, who had been silently eating, raised his head to stare at me intently. In response to their sincere reactions, I let out a chuckle.

    "Once the victory ceremony schedule is over, we'll have personal time!"

    I said.

    I hadn't intended to invite them along anyway.

    Upon stating this, Kim Yul resumed chewing the meat in his mouth, and Yang Taeho sighed in relief and went back to his fork.

    "I know you're a Spartan, hyung, but you've been hunting nonstop until the victory ceremony. Every day until dawn, too. The mana you absorbed during that time exceeded 200,000. How on earth did you earn more mana in the last ten days than I did in the initial three months? It's unreasonable, right?"

    "There's nothing unreasonable about it. If you want to earn a Gold rank quickly, you have to stay busy."

    Kim Yul looked at me with distaste and spoke in a sour tone.

    "I'm really curious, hyung. When do you ever rest? Are you a steel human who doesn't need rest? Do you not get stressed?"

    While babbling away about his curiosity, Kim Yul touched my body on a whim, and I peeled his fingers off one by one with care. "I rest while I sleep, you know."

    "Aren't you sleeping about four hours a day, hyung? Aren't you still taking lessons with that mage hyung in the morning and training with the knights?"

    "Three hours, recently I've cut it down a bit."

    Ever since becoming a player, I could sustain myself with minimal sleep. This was the only blessing I appreciated about being a player.

    "I really have nothing to say."

    "Then don't say anything. If you do, I'll assume you still have the energy to walk around and take you hunting."

    Kim Yul immediately closed his mouth.

    'What a chatterbox.'

    I chuckled lightly and began to examine the rest of the rewards.

    There was a useless medal, currency that was always satisfying to see, and armor I could wear for a while. Lastly, there was a small box given by Marquis Ephenel.

    'I wonder what's inside.'

    Half curious, half anxious, I opened the box to reveal a round golden orb.

    'They really like gold, don't they?'

    In Bihar, anything of good quality often had some connection to gold. Assuming this was a decent item based on that, I picked up the golden orb from the box. Immediately, a system window appeared.

    「Enhancement Stone with Finelpenia's Divinity」

    • Category: Consumable

    • Acquisition Difficulty: Unique

    • Rank: ★★★★★★★

    • Description: It can infuse divinity into an item, turning it into a relic. A relic item gains special powers.

    • Effect: Enhances an item.

    The acquisition difficulty was unique, and its rank was an impressive seven stars. I was surprised by the item's high level, but not overly moved.

    The explanation was too lacking. Was there a failure rate? How should it be used?

    How, precisely, does it enhance items and by how much? It would be nice to know these things in detail, but I knew better than to expect such kindness from this game.

    'I wouldn't refrain from doing so just because I don't know.'

    I had already decided on the item to use this on the moment I read the description.

    'Kerak's Spear.'

    Currently, it was my only means to conditionally use Firestorm. Since it could increase my attribute mana by a whopping tenfold, it needed enhancement.

    'It's an enhancement after all, it's unlikely to worsen.'

    The system and the 7 Great Gods share a common goal of nurturing players. Although it was a bit unsettling that it was an item from Finelpenia's side...

    'Since it's an in-game item, it shouldn't harm the player.'

    The issue was that Kerak's Spear was already a relic. After a moment's hesitation, I reached out beyond the table.

    Taking out Kerak's Spear from the inventory, I noticed Kim Yul and Yang Taeho's gazes focusing on it as they finished their meal.

    Not knowing the exact method to use it, I simply held the orb against the spear. For ten seconds, thirty seconds, and even a minute, there was no reaction.

    However, I didn't give up and waited a little longer.

    'I knew this game was clunky from long ago.'

    Having a slight delay wouldn't be surprising.

    "What are you doing now...?"

    Kim Yul, unable to bear the silence, opened his mouth when—flash.

    A beat, no, several beats late, a painful golden light filled the private room.

    Once the light vanished, the golden orb I held disappeared without a trace.

    Instead, a system window appeared over Kerak's Spear.

    「Enhancing 0.01%」

    After watching motionlessly for twenty to thirty seconds, the percentage went up by an additional 0.01%. It was akin to the speed of an update patch.

    'Even a turtle could move faster than this.'

    I sighed deeply and returned the spear to the inventory. Since it was unlikely that the result would appear immediately, I pushed it out of mind.

    'I should hurry and go hunting.'

    It seemed more fruitful to be doing something else while waiting for it to enhance.

    * * *

    After finishing the meal, I left Habon Castle straightaway and headed toward the corrupted area.

    Over time, Habon had undergone quite a bit of purification work, with the forward base relocated about five to six times.

    'It's about time to reclaim the next castle over here too.'

    It seemed that talks were already happening among the Order's upper echelons. Although nothing had been decided yet, I intended to participate once advancement was confirmed.

    Before that, I wanted to quickly take care of anything I could.

    I worked on purifying the corrupted area as I engaged in repetitive labor-like hunting.

    I stopped walking when I noticed something on the map.

    'What is this?'

    A point I had never seen on the map was clearly marked.

    'White?'

    I stood quietly, looking at the map and then altered my direction, halting the hunt.

    There were already quite a few black dots gathered around the vicinity. Fearing it might disappear, I increased my pace.

    A few minutes later, I arrived at the destination and tilted my head in confusion.

    "Qiruk!"

    "Kkeeak, kkeeak!"

    The first thing I noticed was monsters gathered at one place, voraciously tearing away at red flesh.

    Next, my eyes were drawn to the unidentified corpse surrounded by those monsters.

    'It's quite large.'

    Judging purely by height, it seemed about four meters tall. From its overall outline, it appeared to be about five times the size of a bear.

    Additionally, the four visible legs among the monsters indicated it was a four-legged beast. Considering its ability to stand properly, it seemed it would be even larger.

    However, the chances of seeing the mysterious creature rise and move seemed slim.

    'It looks dead.'

    There wasn't any sign of movement hinting at breathing or feeling pain. It's unimaginable for a creature not to struggle as monsters ripped at its flesh.

    Even if that weren't the case, the chilling and ominous aura emanating from the corpse was unmistakable.

    I alternated between looking at the white dot on the map and the unidentified corpse before reaching out my hand.

    Monsters typically emerging from a 2-star corrupted area were now easier to eliminate than even breathing.

    Within a blink, about a dozen fireballs flew towards the monsters. I walked forward, listening to the cries of monsters burning alive.

    Clearing the monsters surrounding the area allowed for a more detailed inspection of the enormous corpse.

    White fur covered areas beyond the monsters' reach, gradually acquiring red and black stains downwards. It was quite devoured, with bones visible in some spots.

    'The blood is red... It's clearly dead.'

    There was no warmth emanating from the fur as there should have been. The heartbeat wasn't audible either.

    'Why does the white dot remain then?'

    I implemented Mana Detection, dormant since I first gained a map.

    The red butterflies, appearing for the first time in a while, had now expanded in size.

    Directly implementing the Mana Detection magic revealed it.

    Inside the massive corpse, there was a small cluster of mana.

    To uncover the source of that mana, I lifted the limp corpse. Whatever caused its death was unknown, but the creature had curled its body tightly inward.

    By rummaging through the body as if searching inside pockets, I discovered blood-drenched lumps around the hind limbs, specifically the lower abdomen.

    "One, two, three... four."

    Of the four pups, three were cold and lifeless. The remaining one, however, was still weakly squirming.

    I finally understood what had transpired.

    'I wondered why such a large creature died to minions.'

    It likely died due to an attack during childbirth, preventing resistance. Alternatively, a birthing complication led to death, and monsters discovered and began feeding on the corpse thereafter.

    'It must be one of those.'

    Understanding the situation, I gently held by the scruff of the squirming, sightless newborns and lifted it.

    A single handful sufficed for the pup, assumed to be just born.

    Even if I placed its body in my palm, there would still be plenty of space left.

    Of course, I wasn't holding the creature out of pity for its small size and defenselessness.

    'What is this white dot?'

    Carefully observing the still-living creature in my hand, I pondered over its nature.

    'Judging by appearances, it seems like a mammal.'

    Beast born in Bihar were marked with blue dots. So why was this one marked with a white dot?

    What was different about this one?

    Could it be signifying new kinds of mana?

    Lost in thought while pondering this, I encircled the wiggling creature's neck with my thumb and index finger.

    'Should I absorb its mana?'

    What if this creature's mana was harmful to me?

    For safety, it might be wiser to take it back and ask Biharin folks what species it was.

    During the brief hesitation, the creature continued to squirm. Whether it mistook my hand for its mother's breast or for some other reason...

    Suddenly it twisted and thrust its snout against my hand.

    And then, it bit me.

    "Ugh!"

    I instinctively shook my hand.

    "Yelp!"

    As a result, the small body was flung to the ground, yet I didn't spare it a glance.

    Instead, I inspected the two distinct holes punctured into my thumb and index finger.

    "What...?"

    Though it was shocking enough that such a seemingly newborn creature had teeth...

    That it could injure my body, impervious even to dagger slashes, was unbelievable.

    As I rubbed the wound, I reached out to retrieve the pup once more.

    Then, a strange sound echoed in my head.

    Thump, thump, thump—

    In the dimness, a gigantic drumming began resounding throughout my body.

    A sense of incredulity washed over me, followed by more distant sounds of wailing and howling.

    - Ki eek!

    - Gyaow!

    An intense brightness flooded my vision, accompanied by unfamiliar cries interspersed with soft, whimpering noises.

    - Gyaow, gyaow...

    - Kiing...

    With the lamenting cries of beasts echoing more and more, only one persisted in the end.

    - Kiing, kiing...

    "Kiing, kiing."

    The only one left was the little one in my hands.

    "What is this...?"

    Though I reflexively voiced it out loud, I already knew. There was no need to ask anyone. What had flowed into my mind moments ago was memory.

    Presumably, these were the events this small creature experienced while in its mother's womb and shortly after birth.

    My gaze shifted as I looked down at the squirmer now in the palm of my hand.

    'Could it be telepathy?'

    Doubts over how such a thing was possible dawned on me.

    Yet, this world naturally houses two moons and fundamental elements like magic and mana.

    'There might very well be animals capable of Telekinesis.'

    While flipping between caution and curiosity, the creature sent its memories to me once more.
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    In that memory, it absorbed the vast amount of mana cascading towards me.

    Given how bright the sight was, it meant I was outside the mother's body, perhaps right after being born.

    'Why am I being shown this?'

    As I looked at it with a peculiar eye, a thought blinked across my mind.

    To confirm that thought, I first examined the corpse of the dead mother.

    Just as I suspected, there were no teats.

    "Could it be a male?"

    No, that can't be, because the condition of the offspring was too raw.

    The umbilical cords weren't even cut, and the blood smeared on their bodies had dried as it was.

    'Well, whether it's neuter or hermaphrodite, there could be various variables.'

    However, the fact that the dead one gave birth to the offspring couldn't be denied.

    But without teats? How did it originally feed them, then?

    'Could it possibly eat mana?'

    So, did it pour mana before dying?

    Indeed, the way it squirmed resembled pleading for food.

    I released attribute mana to verify.

    As I did, my mana flowed into the living offspring.

    After a moment, I pulled the mana back as if gathering it, and the flow stopped abruptly.

    "Whimper, whimper, whine!"

    A reaction came almost instantly.

    The newborn started to whimper and thrash around sadly.

    When I let the mana flow again, it calmed down, but when I stopped it, it whimpered and cried.

    "Clearly."

    Unlike most mammals and beasts that grow by nursing from their mother, this one seemed to consume mana.

    As long as providing some wouldn't cause me any significant loss, I let the attribute mana flow continuously.

    The little thing, smaller than my fist, eagerly swallowed the mana.

    It gulped down the mana with such vigor that I could feel its will to survive.

    Then, at one point, it stopped taking in mana, as if its belly was too full to eat any more.

    It no longer whimpered, either, signifying its hunger was sated.

    I quietly watched the little one wriggle on my palm as if it were a bed.

    "It'll die if left here."

    It's a newborn, unable to walk properly.

    Left here, there's a high chance it'd become a one-bite snack for monsters.

    "Should I take it?"

    I was curious about what the white spot signified and considered absorbing its mana.

    But if it's an unidentified type of mana, there's no need for me to be the test subject.

    "And it's not big enough to be a threat."

    Observing until I discovered what it really was might not be a bad idea.

    "Tsk."

    I clicked my tongue briefly and picked it up to stand up.

    The unexpected company wasn't entirely welcome.

    "Since it's a baby, it will require a lot of attention."

    I already barely had enough time for training and hunting, and now I had to spend it elsewhere.

    Even though I wasn't too thrilled, I took out an extra towel from my inventory and wrapped the newborn.

    "I have no choice."

    My curiosity about its identity was enough to endure the immediate inconvenience.

    Once I discovered what it was, I'd decide whether to absorb or not.

    I held the newborn close and left.

    * * *

    "It's done."

    As I signed the last contract, Jordan said with a smile.

    Only then could I stretch my limbs.

    "Real estate transactions are tedious here too."

    While not particularly strenuous, it left one feeling tired and bothered upon completion.

    Transferring the title of a two-story building to be used as the party's headquarters was exactly that.

    Especially as my party members and I was considered outsiders, making the procedure a bit more complicated.

    However, since it was a decided matter, we proceeded despite the hassle.

    Thanks to that, by the fifth day after the main scenario ended, all legal procedures were completed.

    In areas dependent on the laws of the Ferrell Kingdom, there were no problems.

    As the contract concluded, the realtor and building owner stood up.

    While Jordan saw them off, I looked around the interior.

    "The scale is ample enough."

    The space was obtained with the idea of increasing party members, providing ample room.

    Due to the funds diligently gathered from the safe at Vellego and the loot from a mission recommended by the system, no expense was spared.

    "The location is good too."

    It's close to the path leading to the temple and not far from the city area where shops are concentrated.

    "Though the lighting is a bit lacking."

    But I wouldn't be spending much time here during daylight anyway.

    Satisfied with the new base, I nodded in approval.

    In the meantime, the realtor and building owner left, and Jordan approached.

    "I hear you plan to go back for a bit starting today."

    His words made me nod readily.

    "Yes, I plan to go before advancing."

    Among the three divided fronts, a decision was made to advance further from the south, where Habon Castle is located.

    The destination was Bilea Castle, two weeks to the west, and the final confirmed date was fifteen days from now.

    "Two days have already passed since the internal decision was made..."

    That left thirteen days until the next main scenario began.

    With a clear date set, it made planning afterward much easier.

    Amongst these, the first decision was to return to Earth.

    "I'll tidy up all remaining personal schedules this chance."

    In Yang Taeho's case, he needed to donate a liver to his wife.

    That's why the return schedule, beginning today, was generously set for a week.

    "Anticipating surgery the day after tomorrow, with five days for recovery."

    For players, that's plenty.

    A week after, I planned to return to Bihar and continue preparing to join the fight.

    "Additionally, I should visit once as well."

    Over five months had passed since the server was connected.

    If alive, I had promised Jonghun to return once every half year.

    The decision was made because I likely wouldn't be able to visit after the next main scenario started.

    There were already plans to advance to Habon after Loborre.

    In large-scale wars, participation would probably increase.

    So now was the perfect timing for me to visit.

    Yang Taeho and Kim Yul had already gone to Earth.

    I was starting a bit later due to the building contract.

    When I suggested my return to Earth, Jordan rummaged through his bag.

    "Then, take this..."

    Curious, I noticed it was a rather thick stack of papers.

    "This is the result of the investigation into the shelter discovered earlier."

    "Ah."

    The underground bunker near the city Vimeta, that investigation result was what he referred to.

    "I've added annotations for elements you may not recognize. I don't think you'll have difficulty examining it, but... if there's anything unclear, please leave a comment. I'll reply promptly after verifying."

    "You're very meticulous. Thank you always."

    "I should be thanking you."

    Pushing his glasses up with a gentle smile, Jordan continued.

    "The shelter discovered by Mr. K will be used by the Order army under our management. It's in a very suitable position for use as a supply warehouse."

    This meant Palao would own it, and the Order army would use it.

    "They wouldn't have given it away for free."

    After all, other orders receive fees or compensation when helping Palao.

    There weren't any gratuitous acts among the Orders.

    Knowing that fact, it was evident from Jordan's uplifted mood that the Order gained significant benefits from that bunker.

    "They seem to have gained a decent fixed income."

    That was its purpose when handed over to the Order, so it turned out well.

    If Palao's influence grew, gains would return to those affiliated, including me.

    "That's great."

    I calmly responded while stowing the stack of papers Jordan handed me into my inventory.

    I planned to examine them later on Earth.

    "I'd like to see you off, but I have to leave immediately to meet with the blacksmiths..."

    "Don't worry about it. I'll see you when I return."

    To return to Earth, I had to head to the temple.

    Though it seemed unnecessary to bring the results personally, it was something I guessed.

    It appeared as though he had other schedules lined up.

    "Thank you for understanding. Have a safe trip."

    Since I never intended to have someone see me off, the farewell was brief.

    After Jordan left.

    I grabbed the bag I had prepared in advance and headed for the temple.

    Standing before the gate I'd used several times while staying in Biharin, a map appeared as usual.

    Though more colorful than the first time, the map of Bihar still had mostly dark areas.

    Typically, I'd now choose Viceta or Loborre.

    But today, my gaze drifted elsewhere.

    「Return to Earth」

    The button was at the bottom left of the map, at the very edge of my field of view—a button I'd never pressed since the connection to the server was established.

    I consciously ignored that button all this while.

    So as not to want to return so strongly that I'd never want to come back.

    I'd ignored it to focus as much as possible on life there.

    The rare decision to finally return made it a bit nerve-wracking, and a bit awkward, too.

    As I stood, gathering my breath before the return, I pressed the button before it was too late.

    「Do you want to return to Earth? (Y/N)」

    Yes.

    As I clicked the button consecutively, the view brightened.

    「Returning to Earth.」

    I closed my eyes to the unfamiliar yet familiar effect and then reopened them to find a new system log.

    「Congratulations on your safe return!」

    Through the bold letters, modern furniture and a computer came into view.

    I had returned to Jonghun's laboratory.

    As I scanned the slightly unfamiliar room, I opened the second drawer of the desk.

    Inside, items I left behind before going to Bihar were neatly placed.

    I retrieved the phone, waiting for it to power on while approaching the window.

    Under a grey sky dimmer than what I saw in Bihar, cars and asphalt roads, alongside densely packed buildings, filled the view.

    Having watched the scene for over twenty years, it felt strangely unfamiliar.

    Gazing at the cityscape to adapt, I noticed the people's attire had grown thicker in layers.

    The time passed in my absence hit me profoundly.

    "Five months...."

    Leaving in June when the heat was about to peak, I returned to find November ending.

    After confirming the date on the phone, I stood frozen, rooted to the spot.

    The usual reality had become unfamiliar, requiring time to acclimate.

    Around ten minutes had passed.

    I managed to re-enter my world, which I had distanced myself from, and finally called Jonghun.

    However, speaking with him proved challenging.

    『Ah... Professor Seo is in surgery at the moment, so it may not be possible to speak right now.』

    "I see. I'll leave a message instead."

    Hearing that Jonghun was in surgery, I decided to let him know of my return through a message.

    Realizing I couldn't dawdle here endlessly, I packed my belongings and left Jonghun's laboratory.

    Once I exited the hospital entirely, I retrieved another phone from my belongings.

    I called the only number saved on that device.

    "I wonder if they'll pick up."

    As the signal tone grew longer, the thought became more prominent that they might not answer.

    "Perhaps they changed their number?"

    In that case, I'd have to find them again and teach them a solid lesson.

    The longer the tone rang, the faster my strides became across the hospital corridor.

    Fortunately, I didn't need to go through the trouble of revisiting.

    Shortly thereafter, the tone stopped abruptly, and a hardened voice resounded.

    "Hello?"

    Damned System
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    Chapter 138. Grudges, and More Grudges (1)

    Choi Seongwu habitually rubbed his shoulder.

    It was the shoulder that had been broken by the guy who suddenly appeared one day, thrusting a knife at him and shoving stolen goods onto him.

    After that sudden, car accident-like first encounter, Choi Seongwu was on edge, cautiously watching his surroundings in fear for some time.

    The guy had suddenly appeared when storming into his office and vanished into thin air after dumping the stolen goods.

    He could strike again in the same abrupt manner at any moment.

    Living on high alert for everything continued for a month.

    During that time, while his shoulder blade was healing, Choi Seongwu found himself startled and terrified by the slightest noise or sign of movement.

    The combination of trauma and paranoia marked the beginning of misfortune.

    His waistline shrank by 3 inches due to the unwanted mental stress.

    After enduring such hardship, he became indignant at some point.

    The one who barged in and disrupted his life was someone else.

    Why should he be the one to suffer through mental anguish?

    'I can't be the only one who suffers like this.'

    Fueled by that single thought, Choi Seongwu burned with a desire for revenge.

    Instead of relocating his office to escape the guy, he installed a thermal imaging camera.

    He set up CCTV from multiple angles and equipped the office with locks to trap any intruder.

    Purchasing a stun gun and pepper spray was a bonus.

    He positioned armed henchmen around the office to prepare for a potential attack.

    Day by day, he perfected the preparations to greet that guy when he returned.

    Of course, had he known that the guy wouldn't show up for over five months, he wouldn't have gone to such lengths.

    Choi Seongwu wanted to hit his past self for impulsively setting up all these surveillance devices in a fit of revenge.

    The maintenance costs for all this equipment were no joke.

    "Ugh."

    Choi Seongwu groaned as he checked the bill that had arrived this month.

    Moments like these always made his previously broken shoulder ache more.

    That's why he had been rubbing his shoulder continuously.

    'Should I dismantle them...?'

    The dilemma he had considered last month resurfaced.

    Continuing like this, dismantling the equipment seemed like the better option.

    When his desire for revenge was burning brightly, everything seemed necessary.

    Now, it had all become a burden.

    'But....'

    What if that guy returned?

    What if he was cornered again like before and ended up with something else broken? He'd surely regret it.

    He also hesitated to cancel the stolen phone line due to similar reasons.

    Reluctant to abandon everything he painstakingly prepared, he kept putting it off, hoping maybe this month, just this month.

    "Ugh."

    Choi Seongwu let out another groan, massaging his shoulder.

    Contemplating with a serious expression for quite some time, he finally made a decision.

    'Let's end it.'

    Continuing to wait for a call that might never come, while spending a fortune on maintenance, was like throwing perfectly good money into the trash.

    Starting today, he planned to cancel the phone line and dismantle all the equipment around the office.

    He would no longer allow that damned thug to cause him losses.

    Just as he resolved this and was about to call his secretary, Ha Gwonchan.

    "Ring, ring."

    The standard ringtone started playing from his cell phone.

    Choi Seongwu tilted his head stiffly to the side.

    The sound was coming from a document bag hung on a coat rack next to his desk.

    The only thing that could be making noise from there was the phone Ha Gwonchan had been using.

    'There are plenty of people who know this number.'

    Initially, calls regularly came from people unaware that Ha Gwonchan had changed his number.

    Thanks to diligent efforts over the past few months to inform everyone of the number change, such calls had almost stopped.

    Today's call could just be another one of those misplaced ones.

    With the thought that this might be the last time, Choi Seongwu took the phone out of the bag.

    And then he saw the name displayed on the screen.

    "Son of a b----"

    Choi Seongwu's eyes gleamed with anticipation, having intended to cancel the phone line just moments before.

    'I've been waiting for this day.'

    He didn't know what tricks the guy was planning, but he wouldn't be caught off guard like last time.

    Steadying his breath calmly, Choi Seongwu adjusted his posture and answered the call.

    "Hello?"

    『Oh, you picked up. I thought you wouldn't.』

    Despite speaking directly only once, the voice through the phone felt overly familiar.

    After being tormented by hearing it in his nightmares, it was no wonder.

    Choi Seongwu ground his teeth once, forcing a polite tone into his voice.

    "Haha, why wouldn't I take your call, sir? I've been eagerly waiting for when you'd ring."

    『You've been waiting for my call? Haha, I suppose you've been busy setting up to stab me in the back?』

    The comment struck such a bullseye that he was momentarily left speechless.

    Before the brief silence could turn into an unspoken affirmation, he hurriedly tried to explain.

    "N-no way. I would never..."

    『Would you expect me to come see you without having done any background checks?』

    But before he could finish his sentence, the voice interjected again.

    『I know about your dealings with illicit trade, high-interest loans, and your connections with Korean-Chinese and Chinese nationals. Have you got them stationed all around the office?』

    Again, he was spot-on.

    『Honestly, I don't really care what you've prepared. It won't matter anyway. Can you spare some time today? I have some assets that need liquidating.』

    A vein pulsed prominently on Choi Seongwu's forehead.

    'This arrogant bastard....'

    Patience, getting the guy to show up was the priority.

    As per the guy's guess, he had indeed stationed Korean-Chinese around the office.

    Once he arrived, he planned to teach him a painful lesson.

    Grinding his teeth hard, Choi Seongwu arranged a kindly voice.

    "I'd make the time if it's for you, sir. How much are you thinking?"

    『About 20 kilos?』

    "... What?"

    He had planned to properly show this rude guy the bitter side of life.

    『It's about 20 kilos when you combine the gold, diamonds, and other assorted goods. Can you handle disposing of it all today?』

    Hearing the words coming from the other side of the phone, he instinctively assumed a more respectful posture.

    Holding the phone delicately with both hands, Choi Seongwu answered.

    "Of course."

    『Is the office still at the old place?』

    "Yes, yes, the same place you visited last time."

    『See you at the office then. I'm on my way.』

    Coming? Right now? Here?

    This was the message he had wanted to hear earlier, yet his mind suddenly became convoluted.

    The one sentence that followed only compounded his confusion further.

    『I'm curious to see what you've prepared.』

    A cold, faint chuckle ended the call.

    Once the call concluded, the surroundings felt eerily quiet in contrast.

    Amidst that silence, Choi Seongwu was quickly weighing things up.

    '20 kilos?'

    If the haul was indeed pulled out and made liquid, the profits would be....

    He gulped.

    Faced with significant numbers for the first time in a long while, a reluctant smile tugged at the corner of his lips.

    'Honestly, bringing in stolen goods isn't bad.'

    Extricating his personal grudge and considering just the situation, it was rather favorable.

    There aren't many opportunities to bring in stolen goods this smoothly.

    'He seems dangerous.'

    But the guy needed a broker to dispose of the stolen goods and that's why he was coming to see him of all people.

    Was there any need to provoke him first?

    The calculations concluded swiftly.

    "Gwonchan!"

    Having finished his contemplation, Choi Seongwu shouted robustly.

    The office door then opened, and Ha Gwonchan entered.

    "You calle-..."

    "Get rid of all the men."

    Before Ha Gwonchan could finish his sentence, Choi Seongwu urgently instructed.

    "Pardon?"

    "Remove them all! A client is coming, and I don't want any mistakes!"

    Considering the stolen goods weighed 20kg, what did half a year's grudge even matter now?

    Damn that trauma and paranoia, he'd simply endure them a bit longer.

    Why not consider it as a chance to reduce his waistline further, maybe even make it part of a diet plan?

    Having set his mind, Choi Seongwu stood on his desk and declared.

    "We should remove all of this too."

    Dismantling the thermal cameras, CCTV, and automatic locks filled his office proceeded at a brisk pace.

    The guy who taunted him about his preparations would bring no good if he saw these, surely.

    Therefore, he planned to clear them all before the guy's arrival.

    After they had tidied the office up.

    "Oops, almost forgot!"

    Choi Seongwu hastily grabbed the phone and tapped at its touchpad.

    This was to safeguard against anything going wrong.

    As a result, the name changed in the phone directory.

    "Client"

    As always, capitalism was powerful.

    * * *

    This time, I split the proceeds from Choi Seongwu into two forms.

    I received 40% cleanly laundered cash, the rest as gold bullion, which could be circulated legitimately in the market.

    I confirmed that the gold bullion was genuine, having visited gold shops around Seoul.

    The portion designated as inheritance for the twins, in case I died, will be separately stored through a lawyer unconnected with Jonghun.

    'Through uncle, he might inquire about the origin.'

    In a scenario lacking anyone to answer, it would eventually surface in the world.

    'A round of laundering elsewhere to trim its trail might be needed first.'

    Considering the processes thus far, it wasn't challenging.

    'I can wrap this up quickly.'

    I smiled, feeling the substantial weight of the bag.

    Excluding the cash, the bullion alone was worth over a billion won.

    If, by some tragic chance, the worst came to pass and the twins lost a social guardian like me in an instant, this would aid them.

    'Next time, I should bring more.'

    I had hinted to Choi Seongwu that the scale of our next deal would be larger.

    It was a sign for him to be ready to secure the payment upfront.

    By steadily accumulating bit by bit, I could minimize any adverse effects on the twins.

    I adjusted my backpack with considerable satisfaction.

    Due to my equipment nearly filling the inventory, I couldn't store it.

    'Should I expand the inventory?'

    With 20kg, I had room to store equipment, water, food, and various miscellaneous items usually without issue.

    Even when the gear was equipped, accommodating other loot posed no problem.

    I hadn't expanded further, as it seemed like an unnecessary mana expenditure.

    But walking around with a bag full of bullion made me a little uneasy.

    'With the mana I currently have, 100,000 isn't much.'

    Briefly pondering as I waited for the signal to change at an 8-lane intersection.

    'No.'

    I shook my head firmly.

    'Ongoing expenses like utility bills are scarier than significant one-off expenditures.'

    Being complacent and reckless due to increased mana could just delay my next awakening.

    'To survive against foes at the same level as generals and corps commanders, I need a fourth awakening.'

    Unless it was fundamentally necessary, I decided not to expend mana.

    'Magic and skills should be developed independently, and weapon repairs done directly at the forge.'

    Only essential potions should justify mana usage.

    'After the gold badge comes the platinum badge.'

    Managing things frugally, as I had been, was essentially my path to survival.

    With this mindset, I adjusted my backpack again and fiddled with my phone.

    'First, cut off the trail by obstructing any tracking attempts, meet the lawyer I spoke with earlier...'

    There were plenty of tasks to address before heading back to the Seo family's home, so I intended to move promptly.

    But it was then, a sound interrupted abruptly from the side.

    『Breaking news.』

    A slight glance to the side revealed a middle-aged man, shorter than me, watching a video on his phone.

    Thanks to him not wearing headphones, the sound from his phone speaker reached me directly.

    『This afternoon at around 2:00 PM, a family was brutally murdered in Haeundae District, Busan. Neighbors who heard their screams reported the incident, and the police, responding to the report, surrounded the scene.』

    The hastily filmed video, shaking all about, played on.

    The news anchor's detached voice overlaid it.

    『But the suspect scaled the building and escaped as if it were a scene from a movie. During this process, it is presumed a family member, Lee Mogun, was abducted.』

    Watching the video of a person carrying someone as they leaped over a tall building made my cheek twitch.

    Almost at the same moment.

    "Chat messages have been received from code name Im Namkyu."

    -Im Namkyu: Sir, are you busy? Squad Leader Yang Jochul has a request for you.

    Compared to a few months ago, Im Namkyu had shown remarkable improvement in the dictation aspects of his messages.

    Seems like having a leisurely break during the vacation will be hard.

    Damned System.

    TL's Corner:

    First vacation in a while and there's already an incident. Tsk.
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    Chapter 139. Grudges, and More Grudges (2)

    In front of the domestic terminal at Gimpo Airport.

    "Don't go in recklessly, or you'll die."

    Squad Leader Yang Jochul glanced at Han Seokjun, who was holding a phone.

    "... Captain, if we leave him like that, it'll happen again, won't it? Even if we have to get a negotiation team involved! Captain, you couldn't see what that bastard did... Kidnapped..."

    The voice on the other end of the phone was quite agitated.

    "Park Chanyoung, don't make me say it twice. He's presumed to be a Silver rank player. We can't approach because of the barrier, so don't stir things up. The more you do, the more dangerous it becomes for the hostages."

    "...."

    "If you disobey orders, there will be disciplinary action, so be aware."

    Han Seokjun ended the call with a grave expression.

    Yang Jochul initiated the conversation first.

    "Was it really Chanyoung in Busan?"

    "Yes, it's nerve-wracking."

    Park Chanyoung was once an agent of Domestic Security Division Team 2.

    About six months ago, he lost his wife in the Han Changshik incident.

    Back then, the deceased agent and Park Chanyoung had been newlyweds for only two months.

    Witnessing his wife die before his eyes, Park Chanyoung took a leave of absence to recover from the shock.

    And today marked one week since he returned to the field.

    'I had moved him to a location with fewer player encounters because it seemed too soon.'

    His task was to identify individuals suspected of being players in that region and report them to headquarters.

    But who could have predicted such a major incident would happen in that area?

    Yang Jochul sighed deeply as Han Seokjun spoke up.

    "Squad leader, over there, the man with brown hair."

    Following the direction Han Seokjun pointed, they noticed a man approaching them directly.

    "Isn't he? His description matches what the players told us exactly."

    "Probably."

    Without any luggage, he walked confidently, showing no hesitation. The approaching man was a white individual with brown hair.

    'Definitely looks like a foreigner.'

    Yang Jochul had personally met K when handing over the monster.

    Although he couldn't confirm all of K's features due to a mask and hat,

    The K he met back then was undoubtedly an Asian, like himself.

    Though this appearance was different from what Yang Jochul knew, there was no doubt that it was K.

    "It's been a while, squad leader Yang Jochul."

    The voice was the same, as the man stopped in front of him and extended his hand for a handshake.

    "Yes, it has been. Thank you for coming."

    "I keep my word. Plus, I was on break anyway."

    He had told them before not to intervene directly in player-related incidents.

    He suggested contacting him instead if he was going to get involved.

    This had been the reason for contacting him, but he hadn't expected such a prompt response.

    "Team Leader Yang Hyewon's team is stuck in Bihar, which was problematic."

    "Team Leader?"

    "It's confidential for now, but a player department has been established internally, with Team Leader Yang Hyewon leading them."

    "Oh, that's good to hear."

    This certainly alleviated a burden.

    'The player who committed murder in Busan is suspected to be a Silver rank.'

    The Bronze rank players, upon seeing the footage of the player's moves, all confirmed,

    -That's a Silver rank. Definitely a Silver rank.

    -Are you expecting us to catch that person? That's a bit...

    -Can't Team Leader Yang Hyewon come? It seems tough for us alone.

    However, Yang Hyewon, the only Silver rank player in the intelligence agency, was deep inside a corrupted area.

    For her party to return to the base and use the gate, it would take at least ten hours.

    Within that time, anything could happen in Busan.

    With a hope for any possibility, they reached out to K.

    "Nice to meet you. I'm Team Leader Han Seokjun from Domestic Security Division Team 1."

    "I'm K. Are we heading out now?"

    After briefly exchanging introductions, K, glancing at the gate direction, inquired.

    "Yes, we've prepared the fastest flight."

    K happened to be close to Gimpo Airport, saving a lot of time.

    Now that he had arrived, there was no need to delay, so they decided to depart immediately.

    "Let's head in right away. We've completed the check-in process, and the other players are waiting inside."

    "I don't have identification."

    Yang Jochul briefly hesitated.

    But he quickly provided an answer K might have been hoping for.

    "... It won't be a problem."

    With a light smile, K replied,

    "Public authority is convenient in times like this."

    And with that, he began walking towards the gate first.

    'Despite the cooperation, he has no intention of revealing his identity.'

    It seemed clear that this was a signal from him, perhaps even a warning.

    'Maybe telling us not to try delving into his identity.'

    Amid the improved ability to present himself confidently, his mode of expression had become more assertive.

    'If he finds out what the military's up to...'

    Yang Jochul held back a sigh as he passed through the boarding gate.

    The boarding onto the plane proceeded smoothly.

    Nothing noteworthy happened until the plane took off.

    The only unusual incident was that other agents, already aboard, were gazing curiously at K.

    That was how uneventful their journey had been.

    It allowed Yang Jochul, seated next to K, to engage in a calm conversation.

    "By the way, about that appearance..."

    "In a world filled with all sorts of unreal happenings, there are many fascinating items."

    He acknowledged this was not his true appearance.

    Though it was information already known, having it confirmed firsthand was intriguing.

    'He seems like an entirely different person wearing a different skin.'

    It wasn't the artificial impression achieved through make-up.

    If not for the knowledge that supernatural power was involved, one wouldn't have imagined it was a constructed appearance.

    'Is that good...'

    As someone who had been wary of military activities for months, this brought Yang Jochul a sense of relief.

    "It is indeed fascinating."

    Feigning interest in K's appearance, he subtly slipped him a note he had prepared.

    This was a record kept independently, aside from the conversations with Im Namkyu.

    "The military is actively searching for K's identity."

    K's eyes narrowed.

    "Although their range of suspects is wide, if you've ceased financial activities under your name or have had transactions involving significantly more than your average income in recent years, you might be on their radar."

    The process of players bringing loot from Bihar to Earth had already gained momentum.

    Such instances drew enough attention that some government departments began using them to identify new players.

    Yang Jochul seemed to be advising K on this matter.

    K looked at Yang Jochul with a hint of surprise.

    But it was only momentary.

    Soon, K retrieved a phone from his padded jacket, tapping the touchpad.

    "I'll keep that in mind. Thank you."

    His unperturbed reaction suggested some other safeguards were in place.

    'Given K's character, he likely didn't handle this matter sloppily.'

    It seemed the military might find it hard to secure K's identity at this rate.

    Without new identifying information, K's current status wouldn't change.

    'It would be great if this could at least partially soften his thoughts against the government.'

    If K recognized the efforts to protect and consider him, the news would be worthwhile.

    As he sighed in relief, preparing to retrieve the note,

    It vanished seamlessly from K's hand.

    'He put it into the inventory.'

    Neatly disposing of the traces of their secret conversation, K nonchalantly started a dialogue.

    "What's the final destination? It doesn't seem like they're barricaded in the middle of the city."

    Had that been the case, it wouldn't only be the news but also various social media platforms going wild.

    Every person would have been pointing their cameras and live broadcasting on their accounts.

    'Just the thought is terrifying.'

    Yang Jochul replied inwardly clicking his tongue.

    "It's Jangsan, near Haeundae."

    The player responsible for the murders had fled to Jangsan, avoiding the police net.

    There, they had set up a barrier and remained stationary.

    "Been in the mountain for two hours?"

    "Yes, we're monitoring their real-time position with drones, and the area is controlled by the army's special forces."

    Upon hearing the current situation, faint wrinkles formed at K's brow.

    "So they understand their location is exposed?"

    "Yes, they've checked the direction of the drones several times."

    "And yet, they're staying put for two hours... with hostages?"

    "What do you think?"

    Tapping his thighs with his fingers, K looked back at Yang Jochul with a peculiar expression.

    "They could've left anytime they wanted."

    Being a player, naturally.

    But completely avoiding the countless CCTV cameras wasn't easy.

    Magic, like Invisibility or Stealth, wasn't a perfect solution.

    It wasn't as if he could maintain the magic indefinitely.

    'Even if they escape, they'd eventually be tracked down in this world.'

    Mentioning this, K rubbed his brow before speaking.

    "No, what I mean is... they could've used a mission paper to leave anytime."

    The ways for players to get to Bihar weren't limited to gates alone.

    Unlike Level 1 and Level 2, classified as beginner areas, from Level 3 onwards, there were no entry restrictions or barriers.

    "It means there's no problem even if they move without clearing the mission. For a Silver rank, crossing the corrupted area to get to the base shouldn't be that hard. There's no reason to stay surrounded with a barrier up..."

    If they chose an appropriately leveled mission to slip away, there'd be no finding them from Earth.

    "Perhaps there's something behind this murder case... No, no, forget I said anything. I'm really not curious about the circumstances."

    Yang Jochul looked fixedly at K, who was in mid-sentence and waving his hand dismissively.

    'He sure thinks deeply.'

    Rather than simply passing over the player not fleeing, he pondered, considering what's behind the situation.

    Unlike those who only see what's right in front of them, he saw and thought much more.

    'If only new recruits like him came through open recruitment, I wouldn't ask for more.'

    As his gaze, filled with a slight desire, lingered, K raised a brow and asked,

    "Why are you looking at me like that?"

    Yang Jochul hesitated momentarily before conveying what had not long ago come to his knowledge.

    "This information hasn't reached the field yet... but it's presumed personal revenge."

    "Huh?"

    "Back in March, a female student from a local university died during the freshman welcoming party."

    During the police investigation, evidence surfaced suggesting she was sexually assaulted.

    In addition to the testimonies from fellow students and seniors present that day, there was solid DNA evidence from the body.

    Moreover, as the autopsy results indicated the possibility it wasn't suicide but strangulation,

    "The investigation concluded it as a simple suicide."

    The prime suspect, Lee Junmo, was the nephew of the Governor of Gyeongsangnam Province.

    "When I called the detective in charge back then, he mentioned the female student's father had a brain hemorrhage due to the shock...."

    Resulting in his death.

    Adding insult to injury, the mother, having lost her mind, jumped from their 12th-floor apartment.

    Miraculously, she survived but was in a state of total paralysis.

    "The family killed today were all related to Lee Junmo, and among them, the father's body was most grievously mutilated."

    Suspected of being the perpetrator, Yun Jihye,

    "She was the sister of the deceased female student from March."

    "... I said I wasn't curious, didn't I?"

    The rigid voice of K, who had been responding at the end of the explanation, accompanied a particular expression.

    Though Yang Jochul couldn't bear to look directly and averted his eyes, that fleeting, captured impression lingered long in his memory.

    Damned System
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    Chapter 140. Grudges, and More Grudges (3)

    It had been nearly four hours since Yun Jihye took Lee Junmo and fled.

    Park Chanyoung, who had been waiting in the Jangsan area with the Special Duty Team (SDT), ground his teeth in frustration.

    The personnel surrounding the Jangsan area numbered nearly a hundred. Yet, all those hundred had been merely watching the situation unfold for four hours.

    Park Chanyoung stared intently at the video being captured by a drone.

    On the monitor, through the evergreen trees, a peculiar refracted section of light appeared. It was a barrier, roughly two to three meters in size.

    This was the main reason they had excluded regular police and deployed special forces in large numbers.

    It was also the culprit for why they had to waste time without being able to rescue the hostage.

    "Fortunately, the hostage is still alive."

    A barrier couldn't escape the heat-detecting cameras. Thanks to that, they knew Lee Junmo was alive. Why did they kill everyone else brutally but spared Lee Junmo?

    "Are they trying to negotiate with the hostage's life?"

    They ruined a peaceful household and then used another's life to pave their way to safety.

    Truly cowardly and vicious. Park Chanyoung was furious at the player's barbaric behavior.

    'They all must be killed.'

    His resentment towards the group called players was stronger than he realized.

    He even believed that shooting Yun Jihye wouldn't be a big issue if it meant the hostage could return alive. He had come to weigh lives differently.

    Of course, he maintained his minimum rationality and waited for reinforcements. But even that forcibly held patience shattered.

    "Aaaagh!"

    For the first time in the four hours of stand-off, a desperate scream rang out. Park Chanyoung clenched his fists so tightly that they turned white.

    Meanwhile, the on-site chief reported to the headquarters via radio.

    "Yes, the scream continues."

    They asked about entering the premises, but the answer was negative.

    "Do not enter, just standby."

    "Yes."

    The SDT continued to remain in position.

    The expression on Park Chanyoung's face, who observed all these processes, was distorted.

    "With a hostage's life at risk!"

    The higher-ups kept repeating not to provoke the player and left the hostage neglected. Was this truly the right decision?

    Shouldn't they prioritize the safety of their citizens? Doubting and distrusting the higher-up's judgment, the rest was obvious.

    If they entered like this, not only would he die meaninglessly, but others would too. Only players could capture players anyway.

    Every memory and experience he had collapsed under past emotions, leaving only foolish repetition.

    "I'm just going to the restroom for a bit."

    Feigning going aside, Chanyoung skillfully circumvented the wooded path and headed to where another unit was on guard.

    His appearance prompted SDT members to immediately adopt a defensive posture. But Chanyoung offered them a sheepish smile while displaying a badge to verify his identity.

    "Our drone dropped. I'll retrieve it."

    Confirming Chanyoung's affiliation, the SDT members nodded and cleared the way.

    "I'll escort you."

    Of course, they didn't let him pass unhindered, but it was not a significant problem.

    "Grrk!"

    He had strangled and knocked out the escorting SDT member. His intensive training—compounded by anger—during his leave, meant for fieldwork, had paid off.

    The SDT member, caught off guard by an unexpected attack from an ally, quickly went limp. Subsequently, Chanyoung began to strip the unconscious member of their equipment.

    Originally, he was authorized only a single pistol.

    "Not enough."

    Dangerous for civilians, but insufficient to kill a player. So he looted all of the equipment from the site member. Firearm, magazines, smoke grenades, and grenades too.

    After thoroughly equipping himself with everything he had stripped from the unconscious member, Chanyoung bolted forward.

    A clear disobeying of orders and insubordination.

    But Chanyoung didn't think he was doing anything wrong. He wasn't in a state to make sensible judgments.

    The gunshots of the past echoed in his ears, and the blood he couldn't stop no matter what flashed before him.

    "They must die."

    Before another victim emerged, the player had to be killed. Sprinting towards where Yun Jihye was, Chanyoung's eyes glowed red with anger.

    Haste hastened his arrival at the destination.

    Yet, what he witnessed upon reaching the place and seeing within the barrier caused him to freeze in place.

    "Arrrgh!"

    Lee Junmo was strapped to a tree trunk, and Yun Jihye had severed all his fingers. What unfolded inside the opaque barrier was clearly torture.

    However, Chanyoung froze not because of that. The reason he hesitated was due to the emptiness emanating from Yun Jihye.

    "Her eyes......."

    They were empty, just like his had been when he lost his wife.

    "P-please stop! I was wrong! Spare me!"

    "Don't worry, you won't die."

    Yun Jihye's voice was so composed it didn't match the bloodstained scene.

    "Living on to see hell is essential, can't have you dying. Not at all."

    She even caressed Lee Junmo's cheek as if soothing a crying child.

    "Stay still, that way it'll end quickly."

    She lamented the wasted time because he had fainted.

    To wrap up quickly, so both she and he could rest.

    Yun Jihye quietly mumbled, raising her right hand.

    This sight had Lee Junmo, who was gasping, become horrified.

    "Stop it, please, don't!"

    A transparent awl began to form from Yun Jihye's raised index finger.

    "Fingers were cut, now it's time to erase your eyes."

    Finally snapping out of it, Chanyoung aimed the rifle and shouted.

    "Stop now!"

    But Yun Jihye didn't even glance his way.

    Instead, she grabbed Lee Junmo's chin with her left hand, bringing the unknown awl close.

    A perfect dismissal.

    A player believed to be of Silver rank couldn't possibly have missed Chanyoung's arrival.

    She must have disregarded it because it didn't matter.

    To Yun Jihye, Chanyoung was a presence so insignificant that he might as well not exist, unable to make any impact whatsoever.

    The mortification brought blushes of rage to Chanyoung's face, and as he took another step forward, gun aloft.

    The barrier's opacity started to wane at a perfect timing.

    Only then did Yun Jihye's gaze, fixed on Lee Junmo, shift.

    "Ah... has it been four hours already?"

    Her muttering was casual and languid, a contrast to her bloodstained fingertips.

    "Ugh, ugh...."

    In the time Lee Junmo whimpered, unable to scream, Yun Jihye calmly advised.

    "Don't cause unnecessary bloodshed, stay down there. I will turn myself in lat—."

    "Save me, save me......."

    Someone interrupted Yun Jihye, breaking into the conversation.

    Lee Junmo, whose eye was gouged out, shedding bloody tears.

    Seeing his blood-smeared cheek, memories of the past replayed automatically.

    - I-I'm scared; I don't want to die... Save me......

    His wife's voice, growing fainter, and those eyes, ending in darkness.

    Fully absorbed in past moments, Han Changshik's face—his wife's killer—superimposed over Yun Jihye's.

    No further thought transpired. Chanyoung pressed the trigger.

    "You demon!!!"

    But it was futile.

    As the air froze, ping, ping, ping; all the bullets ricocheted and fell harmlessly.

    Because of a pointed ice cluster that grew at Yun Jihye and Lee Junmo's feet.

    『What's with the gunfire?! Who's shooting!?』

    『Find out what's happening immediately!』

    A commotion erupted from the radio in his ear, but Chanyoung paid no heed. He was reaching out to pull the pin from the grenade strapped to his vest.

    Of course, that too was pointless.

    Before Chanyoung could pull the pin, an ice blade flew from thin air.

    "Uwaah!"

    As a result, the hand Chanyoung used to hold the grenade was severed entirely.

    Amidst this, a crumbling ice block cleared, revealing Yun Jihye, her expression twisted with annoyance.

    "This is becoming a bother."

    For the first time since Chanyoung appeared, Yun Jihye's expression changed as she reached out and murmured.

    "Well... killing one more won't change anything, will it?"

    A chilling breeze swept in, and small ice crystals formed in the air.

    No, small wouldn't do it justice. The ice rapidly grew in size.

    Only a few seconds.

    It took that short span for sharp ice, the size of human limbs, to encircle Chanyoung completely.

    Everywhere he looked, he saw ice. There was nowhere to escape.

    - I-I'm scared.

    The last whispered plea of his wife, fearing death, profoundly resonated.

    Death that loomed without allowing any means to avoid it was terrifying.

    Yet staring at the ice, set to pierce him, the only thing he could do was remain frozen.

    "Ugh......."

    Bound as if shackled, his body finally moved after a brief moment.

    The forehead, cheek, neck, chest, abdomen, flank, back, and thigh.

    Only when the approaching ice grazed his skin did his long-frozen body spring to life, struggling desperately.

    "Aaaargh!"

    It was pitiful that the desperate effort amounted to nothing more than a death throe.

    Yet, for someone who foolishly walked into this on their own, that was all that was allowed.

    'I'm going to die.'

    As the seconds that felt like minutes passed, that certainty fully enveloped Chanyoung.

    Then, there was a sparking crackle, and a boom!

    The sparks that formed a cluster in front of Chanyoung's forehead, cheek, neck, chest, abdomen, flank, back, and thigh exploded.

    The ice enlarging towards Chanyoung was either knocked away or shattered from the impact.

    "Urk!"

    Naturally, Chanyoung wasn't spared from the explosion's shock.

    His skin tore, and he was burned from the searing heat.

    But it was preferable to being shredded by a dozen ice shards.

    He was alive, albeit injured, but otherwise would have died.

    'Alive, I'm alive.......'

    Chanyoung, having been knocked to the ground by the explosive force, fumbled over his trembling body.

    The realization that he was still alive was hard to grasp.

    As he repeatedly confirmed his survival by examining himself, albeit for a brief moment.

    "Hoo."

    A sigh of relief behind him indicated someone's presence.

    Chanyoung turned his creaking neck, devoid of command, and looked back.

    There, clad in a black padded jacket and jeans, stood a white man.

    Despite his thick clothing, his muscular physique was evident, appearing highly intimidating.

    Even Chanyoung, trained in military tactics, felt momentarily daunted.

    He sported a surly expression, with one leg casually resting upon the other and arms crossed, making it hard for any ordinary person to approach.

    While Chanyoung looked up at him, almost dazed.

    The man ran his fingers through his curly brown hair, and after a deep, earth-shaking sigh, muttered in a voice filled with irritation.

    "You just can't do anything right, can you?"

    Then, with a beckoning motion of his fingers, he commanded.

    "Drop it now while I'm asking nicely."

    The cold and firm voice caused Chanyoung's shoulders to shrink instinctively.

    Soon he realized those words weren't directed at him.

    Only then did he recall what had transpired just moments ago.

    Chanyoung turned his still stiff neck again.

    There was Yun Jihye, embracing Lee Junmo by the neck, pressing a dagger against him.
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    "So, there were players who joined the government after all?"

    The tone was ambiguous, seeming both to express frustration and a strange sense of amusement.

    "I was hoping to finish this before you got here... What a mess."

    However, despite these words, Yun Jihye's eyes remained icily cold.

    Observing the scene, I sighed again and took a step forward.

    "If you know it's over, just quietly..."

    "Take another step and this guy dies."

    With that, Yun Jihye pressed the dagger closer to Lee Junmo's neck.

    I came to an abrupt stop, not because the threat was effective, but because her words were so absurd they were amusing, causing me to halt involuntarily.

    "Ha."

    I let out a hollow laugh, curling my lips as I cracked my neck from side to side.

    "Do I really look that stupid...?"

    Since she was making threats that wouldn't work on me, I entertained the notion she might believe it possible.

    "... What?"

    Yun Jihye's voice was slightly more tense than before, her body more rigid.

    "Try anything, and I'll..."

    "Stop making empty threats."

    For someone immediately using informal speech on the first encounter, there was no need to be polite.

    I pulled out the extra barrier stone I always carried, storing my jacket in the inventory.

    I had finally bought the expansion pack after hearing from Yang Jochul, resulting in plenty of space to store clothes and the like beyond just my bag.

    Once I stored my clothes, I resumed my standoff with Yun Jihye.

    'She doesn't seem inclined to surrender willingly.'

    If that's the case, conflict was inevitable.

    Combat between players capable of using attribute mana wouldn't exclude the use of magic.

    Yet, on Earth, we can't go all out without restrictions.

    'I need to hide as much as I can.'

    That way, Yang Jochul would have an easier time clearing up afterwards.

    After breaking the barrier stone, I closed the distance towards Yun Jihye.

    But Yun Jihye wasn't idle either.

    A sharp chill arose, followed by a hail of sharp icicles aimed my way.

    Upon expanding my senses, time around me seemed to slow as my thoughts quickened.

    'Third-rank magic, is it?'

    Given the strong feeling of it, the mana itself seemed to be of fourth rank.

    Still, the magic used only employed ice as its element.

    Of course, that didn't make it any less formidable.

    'The barrier will be breached.'

    Magic implementable with second-rank mana can block basic second-rank elemental magic at best.

    So, I had two choices.

    Suppress with a higher-ranking magic than my opponent's, or counter with magic of the same rank but an opposing element.

    Of the two choices, I opted for the latter.

    'Same-rank opposing elemental magic.'

    With magic of the same rank, the dominance varies depending on the element, akin to rock-paper-scissors.

    In this matchup of elemental attributes, I intended to come out victorious by leveraging my focus on learning fire magic, a counter to ice.

    'Flame Storm.'

    Flame, accented with wind, roared more fiercely, swirling through the air.

    Thanks to that, the ice created by Yun Jihye began to melt rapidly.

    Even though the resulting water mildly dampened the flames, it wasn't a major problem.

    I merely had to pour more mana in to burn away even the water.

    'It's hard to find a player with more attribute mana than me.'

    From the start, the odds of me losing against Yun Jihye in this clash were slim.

    The steam rising from the water boiling at her feet made it clear.

    Under such circumstances, any additional water-based magic would lose efficacy.

    "Is this your only area-wide attack? Please, let that be all."

    Evidently aware of this, Yun Jihye tried to buy time with a tone tinged with frustration.

    However, I had no intention of playing into her obvious tactic.

    "Reality isn't so forgiving, unfortunately."

    This time, flames rose from beneath.

    'Hellfire.'

    Unlike Flame Storm, entwined with wind elements, hellfire combined fire and earth elements.

    Flames cavorted across both air and earth, heedless of anything else.

    Though not a lethal threat to players wielding fourth or fifth-rank elemental magic.

    "Haahk, it's hot, hot!"

    Lee Junmo, a civilian caught between two players, was in a different situation.

    Unable to withstand the blaze, Lee Junmo screamed for help.

    The player who responded was not me.

    "Can't you put out the fire? What if this guy dies?"

    "Doesn't your statement contradict itself? Didn't you say you were going to kill him anyway?"

    As I casually replied, Yun Jihye gritted her teeth.

    Not long after, she encased Lee Junmo in cold frost.

    'And she claims she'll kill him.'

    From the start, Yun Jihye had no intention of killing Lee Junmo.

    She intended to keep him alive if at all possible, which was plain to me.

    That's why her earlier threats to kill Lee Junmo were laughable.

    I shook my head, letting out a hollow laugh.

    "Instead of fretting with him in your grasp, just hand him over and let me send him outside the barrier."

    Reaching out to exclude Lee Junmo from the situation, I said.

    "Don't be ridiculous."

    Yun Jihye retorted with a sharp tone.

    She had no intention of killing Lee Junmo nor letting him go.

    A sigh mingled with frustration escaped involuntarily.

    "Fine, suit yourself."

    Avoiding unnecessary stubbornness that prolonged the standoff, I continued maintaining the flames within the barrier while drawing a spear.

    「Enhancement at 14.95%」

    Currently, the spear of Kerak was still in the tortoise-paced process of enhancement.

    Initially, I used the cross-shaped spear cautiously.

    But after checking the enhancement state a few times, I surmised using it wouldn't cause issues.

    My personal use didn't alter the enhancement pace.

    So, I opted to use it freely.

    'It's become more familiar in my hands now.'

    When I swung the spear forward, Yun Jihye also unsheathed her sword, though her eyes locked onto my spear wavered slightly.

    "Dear God... Are you K? No way, right?"

    It seemed she connected the dots after observing the distinctive combination of electric mana and a spear associated with me.

    "And if I am, are you going to lay that down gently?"

    "Am I crazy?"

    "Then why ask?"

    Knowing wouldn't change much at all.

    After I mumbled as much, a short tension-filled silence ensued before breaking.

    In that short moment, both Yun Jihye and I poised ourselves optimally to wield our weapons.

    This time, I took the initiative.

    With a long grip on the spear, I moved to seize control of the remaining distance to Yun Jihye in one stroke.

    "Hm!"

    Yun Jihye deftly deflected the spear aimed at closing in the effective range but was forced to retreat.

    However, I followed immediately.

    The sharp spearhead glided along her sword, slipping inward.

    "Dammit!"

    In distress, Yun Jihye leaned backward to evade the spearhead.

    I then drew the spear sharply downward, intending to slice through her chest.

    But Yun Jihye opted to roll across the ground instead.

    Pursuing her once more, I thought, 'Taking care of this shouldn't be difficult.'

    In just two exchanges, I realized Yun Jihye hadn't faced someone skilled in spear handling before.

    'It seems like she's dodging my attacks thanks to good reflexes.'

    But that's a Silver rank opponent. Without achieving the third awakening, physical abilities can't match up.

    As I approached once more, Yun Jihye sprung up and launched herself backward.

    Meanwhile, she glared daggers at me, her eyes as sharp as the icy spikes that erupted all around.

    'Smells a bit like wind too.'

    The scent, light for a fifth-rank, was definitely fourth-rank.

    It seems like third-rank ice was layered with wind attributes.

    'She's good at handling mana.'

    Jihye's mana, detected by my heightened senses, moved smoothly, unlike my own, where separating water drastically lowered operational efficiency.

    Had the opportunity arisen, I'd have wanted to learn from her, though it seemed unlikely.

    Suppressing a sigh borne out of regret, I infused regular mana into the spear before swinging it widely.

    The ice created by Yun Jihye shattered, clearing a path.

    Immediately, her attack patterns changed.

    Perhaps she realized this was a futile battle of attrition, as instead of maintaining distance, she moved in closer.

    Under normal training, I wouldn't have allowed her proximity.

    To leverage the advantage of the spear, I needed to maintain distance.

    However, this time was different.

    Because Yun Jihye's approach was exactly what I desired.

    I didn't retreat even as her sword traced up the staff of my spear.

    In fact, I took another step closer.

    Taken aback, Yun Jihye's eyes widened.

    But before she could react—

    Boom!

    The sword, swung with the intent to cleave my neck, was halted by a barrier.

    Had Yun Jihye enveloped her sword in attribute mana, it might have penetrated.

    But I counted on her using regular mana.

    Indeed, what coated Yun Jihye's sword blade wasn't ice but a red mist.

    'Knowing I'm of the lightning type, she...'

    With the ranking disparity, using attribute mana would've been wasteful in a close-quarters fight.

    Having anticipated her use of regular mana in melee instead of in a magic duel, I was right.

    My utilizing regular mana on my weapon served to guide her there from the start.

    As Yun Jihye's sword ricocheted, I dropped the barrier and reached out.

    The target was the package that Yun Jihye had constantly carried, Lee Junmo.

    Upon making contact with Lee Junmo, Yun Jihye's expression betrayed defeat.

    That's when confirmation hit.

    'Bad at personal combat.'

    It wasn't just a lack of experience with those wielding spears; she had little direct combat experience in general.

    A 'monster hunter' type who exclusively cleared corrupted areas, perhaps.

    The result was a potent yet overly straightforward sword technique, lacking in cunning or menace.

    Merely slashing, stabbing, and blocking—hardly nuanced.

    In sparring, tactical exchange is crucial, but she lacked experience or data from such exchanges.

    Thus, she grew flustered when the fight veered off the predictable pattern.

    Consequently, resolution came sooner than anticipated.

    "Oh, no!"

    Panicked, Yun Jihye tried to let go of her sword and wrest free from me.

    However, I never planned to seize Lee Junmo.

    Why aim for Junmo when grabbing Yun Jihye ends the scuffle at once?

    My reach was purely a feint.

    'The real deal is my foot.'

    By the time Yun Jihye attempted to fend off my hand, my boot had already begun its ascent.

    Thud.

    "Argh!"

    An unabashed turning kick, exerting full strength, struck.

    Yun Jihye, merely a Silver rank, couldn't withstand the overwhelming pain.

    Her grip on Lee Junmo slackened, and she rolled away like a rubber ball.

    Following quickly, I abandoned Lee Junmo and approached Yun Jihye.

    "Arghhh!"

    Lee Junmo's cries of agony echoed as he remained alone amidst the flames, but I paid little heed.

    'I can adjust the fire magic.'

    He wouldn't die thus.

    Rather than Junmo, I locked my focus on Yun Jihye.

    Seizing her neck as she attempted to twist in mid-air using an ice foothold.

    With a slam, I forcefully drove her into the ground, fracturing it with the impact.

    "Cough!"

    Unable to bear the shock, Yun Jihye coughed up blood.

    Even amidst such chaos, she attempted to retaliate by clutching at my collar.

    "Let's ease off a bit."

    I said, stifling Yun Jihye's desperate struggle by restricting her throat.

    Yet, she showed no intention of yielding to my request.

    "H-Hey, let me..."

    "What?"

    Contrarily, she clung irritably to my arm and clothes, trying to articulate something.

    Lightening my grip at the sheer desperation of her gestures, I allowed her to speak.

    "Let me just gouge that bastard's other eye!"

    The words were absurd.

    "N-no one can see because of the barrier anyway! I won't tell anyone you allowed it, so please, just one more eye..."

    "Stop spouting nonsense and just sleep."

    Cutting her off, I raised my left fist.

    And struck Yun Jihye's abdomen.

    "Cough!"

    She vomited more blood and went limp.

    Retrieving her over my shoulder after dispelling the fire magic, I rose.

    My footsteps echoed as I trudged over to the tree where Yun Jihye had tied up Lee Junmo.

    Briefly glancing at Lee Junmo's fingers, slightly roasted by flames, I sighed and bent over.

    I picked up the item carelessly placed by his side.

    Damned System

  
    Chapter 142

    Chapter 142. Grudges, and More Grudges (5)

    "A mid-grade potion!"

    I mused, staring at the vial.

    This recovery potion was one hundred times more expensive than a low-grade potion, requiring 1500 mana to obtain. It confirmed my belief that Yun Jihye was not intending to kill Lee Junmo.

    'If she wanted him dead, why would she keep this by his side?'

    Perhaps she found killing too easy, I wondered.

    'Or maybe she intended to keep him alive for a lifelong vendetta,' another thought crossed my mind.

    I couldn't know for sure since I hadn't directly heard her intentions. However, I believed I understood Jihye's primary goal for today.

    Fiddling with the potion bottle for a moment, I soon redirected my steps towards Lee Junmo, lying beside him.

    He was barely clinging to life, more dead than alive. Yun Jihye had severed his fingers and punctured one of his eyes.

    Furthermore, the aftermath of a fire magic had left over half of his skin melted away.

    "Ah, mercy... mercy..." he whimpered pitifully upon spotting me, begging for his life.

    Hearing those words, anger surged from within me, threatening to bubble over.

    'Yang Jochul wouldn't lie about things like this.'

    There was no reason for him to lie.

    The vicious obsession Jihye had displayed towards Junmo suggested their grudge was indeed real. Knowing that fueled my inner turmoil.

    I was human; it was difficult to completely set aside my emotions.

    The thought of a person who had trampled and killed someone else's family begging for his own life was sickening.

    Despite the growing, hateful disgust and anger, I couldn't let personal feelings control me.

    Coldly, I stared at Junmo and opened the potion bottle.

    "Yes, even a bastard like you deserves to live!"

    I said, pouring the potion all over him.

    As the potion touched his wounds, Junmo's injuries began to heal in real-time. However, it wasn't true regeneration but mere healing of the injuries, exactly as Jihye wanted it to be.

    'The potion's function is limited to recovery.'

    It doesn't deal with detoxification or regeneration. Just seeing how his burned skin didn't fully recover, with indented scars still visible in places, made it clear.

    No player would be unaware of such potion limitations. Realizing Jihye's intentions was easy.

    She likely wanted Junmo to continue living in his miserable state.

    I had no intention of criticizing her for such a cruel wish.

    'I don't even have that right.'

    It was something I realized from answering a question I asked myself in the face of another's tragedy.

    If something like that had happened to Yeonwoo, I wouldn't have stayed silent.

    'Perhaps I would've sought revenge, even more brutally than Jihye.'

    Maybe that's why I felt so filthy. If Junmo had been a villain I couldn't possibly comprehend, it might have been easier.

    I bit my lip in frustration, trying to banish my emotions, but resentment boiled over nonetheless.

    Watching Junmo breathe more evenly after his injuries had been attended to, my anger only intensified.

    Unable to completely suppress my emotions, I delivered a swift kick between his legs.

    CRUNCH!

    A sound of something breaking resonated through the air. Junmo fainted, his eyes rolling back, without a single scream.

    'Some guy, shaming all men like that.'

    Though irritation still simmered within, I found I could manage my emotions a bit better after venting, however childish it might have been.

    It was fortunate. Regardless of what I felt, the conclusion I had reached would not change.

    Barely containing my emotions, I retrieved the padded jacket from my inventory and put it on. Then, slinging both Lee Junmo and Yun Jihye over my shoulder, I exited the barrier.

    The first thing to catch my eye were three unfamiliar players.

    "Hmm... seems like we came for nothing?"

    "Yeah, looks that way, doesn't it?"

    The bronze-rank players who trailed me stood protectively over a man who was sprawled on the ground.

    "Squad Leader Yang, it appears the situation here has been resolved... yes, yes, K... no, Mr. K. Yes, high-rank can also restrain mana. Yes, understood."

    One of them was reporting the situation to Yang Jochul, using a communication device, when our eyes met.

    The man on the ground flinched but didn't avoid my gaze. I continued to look at him steadily.

    His severed hand had been restored. This meant the players had poured at least a mid-grade potion over him.

    Did they help after hearing what he said to them?

    -You demon!

    Hearing his voice laced with bitterness, while I was rushing over, made me think of curses. As I pondered over his words repeatedly, my lips involuntarily curled upwards.

    Curiously, the more my lips rose, the more the man's head drooped downwards.

    I wondered how long this tense standoff would last.

    "K!"

    Squad Leader Yang Jochul arrived, panting heavily.

    I handed over the two people I had brought out from the barrier.

    "Oh..."

    His expression cracked upon seeing the state Lee Junmo was in.

    "I thought he'd die if left like that, so I tried to save him!"

    I said, drawing a line against any further debate over the issue.

    Having saved a life on the brink of death, he should be content with that.

    Yang Jochul, understanding my meaning, said nothing more.

    Then the player, the only one carrying a radio, brought out a magic stone. Upon breaking it, thick blue chains the size of my forearm rose up.

    They tightly wrapped around Yun Jihye and disappeared.

    'A high-rank binding magic.'

    Unlike mid or low-rank binding stones which could only limit physical movement, this one restrained mana as well. Though it was, of course, a single-use item with a timer.

    "It should hold until Team Leader Yang Hyewon arrives."

    The player who used the binding magic declared the situation settled for now. However, I still had business to address.

    "I mean this as sincere advice."

    "Yes?!"

    Yang Jochul immediately reacted as I began to speak, like he had been on alert for my words. Thanks to that, I didn't have to delay and nodded toward the man slumped on the ground.

    "That type of person will inevitably become a problem if left unchecked."

    He bore blatant malice towards players.

    If he meets another high chaos level player and repeats what he said just earlier?

    'More people would want to kill him than endure him.'

    Once one person dies, everyone will want to label players at fault, even though it was that man who riled things up first.

    There's no way Squad Leader Yang Jochul wouldn't be aware of this when it was so glaringly obvious to me.

    Why then was this guy enlisted for a player-related situation and dispatched to the scene?

    Yang Jochul, along with Team Leader Han Seokjun, provided clarity on that question.

    It was a predictable story starting with circumstances that were compelling enough.

    The more Han Seokjun spoke, the more my smile turned sardonic.

    "So, today's occurrence was unforeseen by us... there was initially no plan to deploy on scene..."

    Facing my deepening sneer, Han Seokjun hesitated.

    "Listening to pointless nonsense. Is this woman Han Changshik?!"

    I inquired, pointing at the unconscious Yun Jihye with my chin, but no answer came.

    "If you want to exact revenge, it might be better to dig up Han Changshik's corpse and desecrate it."

    While I didn't intend to defend Yun Jihye's vengeance, she at least targeted her revenge correctly.

    Junmo's family must have assisted in covering up his crimes, making them not entirely innocent.

    'They could be considered accomplices.'

    However, the man was different from Yun Jihye. He chose to hate an innocent person for his grievances.

    It would be hard to say Yun Jihye was a righteous person, but she was certainly unrelated to his wife's death.

    'I never once pleaded to play this insane game.'

    Most players simply fought to survive in a game that intruded into their lives without warning.

    So why should they bear the blame from a man they have never even met before?

    'I'm not doing this for a pat on the back.'

    Still, I am busy bolstering the earth under the pretense of defending it. Most players are destroying the messeo and wiping out Holes, are they not?

    They get injured, they cry, they barely avert death.

    'Some even end up really dying.'

    After all that struggle, is being called a demon by someone I've never seen the reward?

    I cast a piercing gaze filled with disdain and fury at the man.

    Despite my words, the man never looked back at me. For now, that satisfied me. I continued, cracking my neck to ease my tension.

    "I'm saying this because I hope it doesn't escalate into something bigger, so please take it seriously."

    "... We'll keep it in mind."

    "Thank you. So, it seems everything is settled here, how do we proceed back?"

    "... I'll arrange a flight promptly."

    Meaning preparations hadn't been made yet.

    'I suppose.'

    In reality, everything wrapped up quickly once we got here. They couldn't have predicted how things would unfold when they first set out.

    It would have been strange to have the return flight ready with an indefinite timeline ahead.

    "We'll wait then."

    Agreeing to wait, I turned back to look.

    The barrier still obscured the view of the burnt forest, yet the events within loomed heavy in my mind.

    Choices made there weighed on me.

    'Still, upon reflection, this was right.'

    Even if I understood Yun Jihye's revenge, it was ultimately someone else's tragedy.

    It was not my own, and thus at the end, I could remain detached.

    'This incident is enough to classify players as a potential threat.'

    By now, it's likely that many world leaders are aware of this game.

    In such a stage, an event that emphasizes caution against players is undesirable.

    'Player-on-player conflicts aren't a problem.'

    People don't see two lions fighting and think they might die from it. They know they're not involved in the conflict.

    But if a lion is devouring a person?

    'They can imagine a much more tangible fear.'

    Thus, civilians dying due to players is the worst outcome.

    In a situation where many civilians had already died at Jihye's hands, Junmo couldn't be allowed to die too.

    Especially considering the potential future foretold by Meferoseta's power.

    'If the defenses truly fail to hold in Bihar.'

    The standing for players on Earth needs to be solid.

    'That way, the shift to a wartime footing can occur with minimal turmoil.'

    Thus, Lee Junmo cannot die here. I'd reached that conclusion even before encountering Yun Jihye.

    I had deliberately filled the barrier with flames because of this.

    Not being able to kill him, I opted to inflict burns.

    This was my way of atonement for thwarting Yun Jihye's vendetta for my own benefit.

    I couldn't hide the bitter sneer that followed the thought.

    When I finally felt like breathing was becoming quite a chore, Yang Jochul spoke again.

    "K, let's move to the vehicle. The onsite crew should be getting in soon, so it's best to clear the space."

    "... Yeah, alright."

    "I'll guide you."

    Handing over site management to Team Leader Han Seokjun, commander Yang Jochul stepped forward, leading the way.

    After following four steps behind him, the message window in my lower vision refreshed.

    「Trait Capitalism has been activated.」

    「System is transitioning to support mode. Support target: Player Kang Hyunwoo.」

    Automatic halts to my steps and a frown shot up as I received the news.

    "K?"

    Yang Jochul turned, puzzled by my sudden pause.

    But I had no space to spare attention to him.

    The system, which had remained silent since server connection, was moving.

    All my senses were glued to the message window.

    'Why now?'

    With suspicion and vigilance, I sharpened my gaze at the message window, seeking answers.

    The system seemed to respond to my scrutiny, delivering a new message a few seconds later.

    「Initiating search mode.」

    「Progress: 0.01%」

    Damned System.
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    If I was to elaborate, it was a message I was familiar with.

    However, it had been an exceedingly long time since I had seen it in action.

    Recalling the events from when this message last appeared was far from pleasant.

    "What nonsense is it trying now?"

    I couldn't shake off my skeptical gaze.

    The progress meter ticked upward incrementally; slower than a clock's second hand, yet steadily.

    Compared to an update patch, the speed was quite fast.

    "At this rate, it should be done in a few minutes."

    I was fixated on the progress bar as I muttered to myself.

    "K?"

    Yang Jochul, the battalion commander, called my attention repeatedly.

    Without taking my eyes off the numbers, I replied, "It's nothing. Let's go."

    "... Yes, this way."

    Step by step, the progressively rising numbers grated on my nerves.

    After a couple of minutes had passed in this tense state, I boarded the vehicle prepared by the National Intelligence Service.

    It was the same car that had brought me from the airport to here.

    I took an empty seat and fixed my fierce gaze on the empty space ahead.

    The trait that had first activated with the Han Changshik incident.

    The trait name changed from a mere question mark to "Capitalism," but every time that trait activated, it brought hardship.

    "It's not that there weren't rewards for the hardship."

    But it wasn't as if I went through the hardship by choice.

    It was more like the system pushed me into it.

    Perhaps that's why watching the progress rate climb made my heart clench.

    What would the damned system force me to do this time? What grueling task awaited?

    Just as resentment mixed with distrust reached its peak, the notification popped up.

    "Progress: 100%"

    "The HIDDEN MISSION list is being updated."

    HIDDEN MISSION 「Bounty Hunting (Italy-01)」

    HIDDEN MISSION 「Bounty Hunting (Germany-01)」

    HIDDEN MISSION 「Bounty Hunting (Kenya-01)」

    ...

    "Damn it."

    The system bombarded me with the accumulated burdens of the past half-year.

    Yang Jochul, seated in the driver's seat, flinched at the sudden curse that escaped my lips without so much as a prelude.

    But his reaction was the least of my concerns.

    "I knew the Bounty Hunter title was exclusive to me!"

    I thought.

    Not even among the leading figures at the Player's Association, nor within the community, was there any mention of bounty missions.

    It's as if they were unaware such missions existed.

    "But why am I the only one to get these wretched missions, not just once but twice?"

    Unlike before, where a single mission concerning Han Changshik sufficed, this time, the missions were numerous.

    "One, two..."

    There were thirteen missions displayed in the list.

    Simply looking with eyes, it didn't feel like an overwhelming number.

    But understanding the weight of that number brought a different perspective.

    The system was essentially telling me to kill thirteen people.

    "Hoo, hoo."

    I clenched my fists tightly and closed my eyes.

    The next best thing to do to avoid cursing the system in front of people... The clarity about the decision I had to make in this daunting emotion made me feel even angrier.

    After swallowing my turbulent emotions forcefully, I opened my eyes to see it clearly.

    HIDDEN MISSION

    「Bounty Hunting (Italy-01)」

    A traitor has provided passageways for the enemy. Eliminate them. (0/1)

    - You can check the target's location through the map. (Check Location)

    - If you fail to complete the mission within the time limit, the target will be notified about the Bounty Hunter's location.

    「Success Reward」

    • Reputation 10

    • Random Box (×1)

    「Time Limit」

    • 239:56:49

    Just like the Han Changshik incident, a timer was attached.

    "... Ten days."

    While I wanted to console myself, seeing that the timer wasn't set for just a day, the nation names included in the mission title made it impossible to miss.

    There were missions in Kenya, germany, greece, italy, and even Chile.

    "What an inefficient system."

    What did the system want from making me handle incidences in other countries that aren't even Korea?

    "How am I supposed to cover the world by myself?"

    The excessive workload made my anger boil fiercely. And that wasn't all.

    The fact that targets were scattered across various countries meant that I had to travel to those places personally, an impossibility given the circumstances.

    "Using my identity for international travel is as good as confessing I'm K."

    Players have reached the Bronze end mark, and the fast ones have accomplished Silver.

    Attacks on the targets, who are players themselves, would mean inevitable confrontations.

    Like today, when magic was used to suppress Yun Jihye, the chances of using it again were high.

    Even if I employed a barrier to hide magic use, traces would remain, and concealing those would be improbable.

    A series of game-related incidents would make international travel records suspicious if shared among nations experiencing similar cases.

    "It's not a problem if player conflicts become known to governments, but..."

    If my identity gets compromised while dealing with it, that's an issue.

    While terribly frustrated, I couldn't dwell on anger once I noted the ten-day timer.

    Ultimately, I pondered, trying to come up with a plan.

    It was then I noticed Yang Jochul's profile at the driver's seat.

    "It's too challenging to move without being caught alone."

    Crossing borders by myself wouldn't be particularly difficult, but covering the world within ten days would be unrealistic.

    Damned if I must also cross an ocean.

    "The only viable solution is flying."

    Having finished my brief deliberation, I spoke up.

    "Battalion Squad Leader Yang."

    As if monitoring my reactions, Yang Jochul turned around.

    "Yes?"

    It's reasonable to consider that I assisted the National Intelligence Service and the government in this incident involving Yun Jihye.

    Without someone like Yun Jihye, of the same rank as Yang Hyewon, handling would have been difficult with just the Bronze rank holders.

    So perhaps they owed me some help?

    Looking directly at Yang Jochul, I asked in earnest.

    "Would it be possible to issue a passport?"

    Naturally, my voice lowered.

    I was practically asking for illegal assistance.

    "A passport?"

    Yang Jochul reacted rather bewilderedly, as if he was genuinely caught off guard.

    Before I explained, I took a moment to consider my words.

    How much should I disclose?

    Not long after, I spoke in a slightly subdued voice as I leaned back into my seat.

    "It's similar to the Han Changshik incident."

    That explanation was succinct enough.

    A player had caused trouble, and it was a situation where someone needed to die.

    "But this incident happened overseas... there isn't a way for me to handle it discreetly alone."

    Yang Jochul assessed me silently for a moment before adjusting his posture.

    He appeared to be collecting his thoughts, so I chose to wait instead of urging him.

    After what felt like a long silence, he spoke again.

    "You don't plan to reveal your identity, right?"

    "Yes."

    "Then you must agree to my conditions."

    "Let me hear them."

    "While it's not difficult to lend you a paper identity prepared for agents' mobility, I can't dispatch just K. So..."

    "You mean I should accept an escort?"

    "Yes."

    It wasn't unexpected.

    I had been prepared for an accompanying escort/observer.

    I was well aware of that when I sought assistance.

    "Honestly, shaking them off wouldn't even be that difficult."

    I wasn't hoping they'd handle all aftermaths of players themselves; it was beneficial for public knowledge to spread about player interventions.

    I merely needed to conceal the name 'Kang Hyunwoo'.

    Making eye contact with Yang Jochul through the rearview mirror, I slowly nodded.

    "Fine, as long as it's not someone like that man from before."

    "You don't need to worry. I'll accompany you directly."

    "Directly? Is it okay for you to leave your position such?"

    Being in a rank closer to that of a supervisor than a field agent himself, it was surprising enough that he had come all the way to Busan with me.

    Yet now he was suggesting accompanying me overseas?

    Seeing my bewildered gaze, Yang Jochul smiled wryly.

    "Apparently, only seeing through videos poses limitations in grasping the scene. Misalignment in action reports can also occur."

    It hindered swift and accurate decisions.

    "Certainly, you might grasp the situation more adeptly on the ground rather than sitting at a desk."

    Yet, it's not sensible to believe there would never be any conflict when the National Intelligence Service secures players' identities.

    Analyzing the situation through the body cams of field operatives can't completely cover situations where players conjure fire or flip the earth.

    That has led to the rare occurrence of someone like him, who has decision-making authority, appearing on-site.

    'If Yang Jochul accompanies me, it'll be convenient for me too.'

    We were familiar, and he seemed somewhat trustworthy.

    Our goals also aligned, at least somewhat fundamentally.

    "Then, if we're all set to go together, how soon can we depart?"

    The looming ten-day timer had my nerves on edge.

    Fortunately, Yang Jochul replied without hesitation this time.

    "I'll arrange it so you can board an international flight directly from Gimhae Airport."

    "Thank you."

    He immediately began making calls on his phone.

    In the meantime, I revisited the bounty mission screen while massaging my temples.

    [A traitor who provided a passageway to enemies...]

    Essentially, it's those who contributed to monsters entering the Earth.

    Cross-armed, I scrutinized the mission's words until my head tilted to the side, almost inadvertently.

    "Funny how it was silent when I did it?"

    Because I, too, had brought monsters to Earth.

    Yet, there's no target within Korea in this list.

    "Could someone else be targeting me?"

    If so, there wouldn't be a reason for the system to give me the bounty mission.

    It should've handled it to those targeting me instead.

    'And Maxim doesn't seem to be listed either.'

    He, too, had transgressions involving smuggling monsters through the hole.

    But there are no missions with Russia labeled on them.

    Since he is currently under military surveillance and protection, leaving for another country is not an option.

    Why is it that neither he nor I have bounties, but the others do?

    'And Yun Jihye isn't on it either.'

    She's only unconscious, not dead.

    Just like Han Changshik, she had killed a fellow kind, so why isn't Korea on the bounty list?

    'What exactly are the criteria?'

    In a flurry of confusion, I unconsciously muttered aloud.

    Even as I unintentionally attracted Yang Jochul's gaze through the rearview mirror, it felt unnoticed.

    'Traitor, traitor...'

    Briefly frowning at the negative connotation, I pressed down on my temple as I considered the worst-case scenario.

    'None of these seem aimed at me, thankfully.'

    Though it's essential to be wary of a potential threat targeting me at some point.

    'With the possibility of danger, I can't return home yet.'

    Perhaps I need to contact Jonghun and ask him to pretend I haven't returned for a while.

    I let out a deep sigh, sweeping a myriad of national names with my eyes as I pondered.

    'There's quite a number of those who brought monsters in.'

    I had expected someone to utilize the hole for such ends, but grasping the extent of the chaos they caused is another matter entirely.

    'Surely, those countries listed with bounties aren't infested with roaming monsters, right?'

    Surely not.

    'If they were, it would already have flooded YouTube and social media.'

    Hence, incidents have likely not escalated to the degree where the general public encounters monsters routinely.

    The notion of monsters having entered the Earth somewhere made my scalp prickle unpleasantly.

    I trudged through the Dramal of Bihar, taming this damned system by closing holes, here I was, solitarily grappling with the system's rhythm. Meanwhile, someone else was exploiting this situation to welcome monsters to Earth.

    "Hoo."

    Expressing my anger felt utterly inadequate.

    Contemplating why I endured such trials in Bihar induced a growing sense of futility.

    Yet, thinking about having to kill individuals whose faces I didn't know weighed heavily.

    Damned System
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    I closed my eyes and recalled my purpose.

    If I didn't reflect on my purpose, I felt like I wouldn't be able to move forward.

    With my eyes shut, I settled my emotions for a moment.

    Before long, team Leader Han Seokjun approached with a vehicle.

    "I've finished talking with the SDT side, but I will need to accompany Lee Junmo to the hospital as he's not in good condition. The other players need to stay with me because of Yun Jihye, so it would be best if you two returned first."

    "Alright, once things settle down, leave it to the field agents and return."

    "Yes, squad leader."

    As their conversation concluded, the vehicle roared to life with the ignition.

    "We'll head straight to the airport."

    "... Yes."

    Rubbing my eyelids, I replied without delay.

    When I opened my eyes, I was faced with an unpleasant number that worsened my mood.

    「Time Limit」

    • 239:45:11

    The ten-day leash tied to me by the Damned System continued its relentless countdown, urging me forward even in this moment.

    Caught up in complex thoughts as I watched the timer tick down, Squad Leader Yang Jochul asked.

    "By the way, what is our exact destination? If we need to visit multiple places, please let me know the list. I'll plan the route."

    Without hesitation, I promptly replied.

    "No need for a route. Let's head to Afghanistan first. Specifically, near the Panjshir Valley, close to Kabul."

    For other missions, the target is a single person, but this one has three.

    With more people involved, the risk factors are the greatest.

    'I have no idea why they brought in those monsters or what they plan to do with them.'

    But given that a hidden mission has appeared for me, those targets must be eliminated without question.

    On that point, there was no room for compromise.

    I steadied myself, bracing for the death that loomed ahead.

    * * *

    Inside a worn-out brick building covered in cobwebs and dust, sat a man and a woman at opposite ends of the room, symbolizing their strained relationship.

    The two, estimated to be in their mid-twenties, looked out their respective windows, passing the time.

    Growing weary of the silence, the man, sidik, spoke up first.

    "When will Gezal be back? There's no response in the chat."

    The woman, ajita, barely glanced back as she responded bluntly.

    "Probably busy hunting."

    "... What are we going to do if Gezal comes back?"

    "What do you mean?"

    "I mean, are we going to—"

    "Sidik, stop whining. This is all for the greater good! We need to be willing to make some sacrifices."

    At Ajita's reprimand, sidik stood up abruptly, raising his voice.

    "When have I complained?! I'm just... the outcome is uncertain, you know..."

    But Ajita cut him off sharply before he finished.

    "Getting anxious won't bring Gezal back any quicker. Just chill. Your constant fretting makes everyone else uneasy!"

    Sidik was relentless in his complaints, always questioning decisions.

    It was tiresome, and from Ajita's perspective, her patience was wearing thin.

    As a result, ajita's eyes grew sharper day by day when she glanced at Sidik.

    Feeling disregarded, sidik's face oscillated between red and blue in anger.

    Just as he was about to raise his voice again, a burst of white light flickered.

    "Kirrk..."

    "Kee...."

    Monstrous beings suddenly materialized in the space before them, fluid secretions oozing from their bodies. Creatures with appendages resembling octopus tentacles, bearing suction cups, hung languidly.

    There were six in total, with two stars above each of their heads, and they appeared unconscious.

    "Gezal!"

    Even Ajita, who had been rebuking Sidik a moment earlier, lit up at the sight of the newcomer.

    Gezal, as he was called, sighed as he released the creature's tentacles from his grasp.

    "Any troubles?"

    "No, it's still quiet. Are you hurt anywhere?"

    "I'm fine. It's the usual routine."

    The three gathered here, including the faintly smiling Gezal, were all players.

    They were also affiliated with the Resistance fighting against the Taliban.

    Their goal was singular: to drive out the Taliban forces advancing from Kabul to the Panjshir Valley.

    To achieve this aim, they were prepared to use any means necessary, without hesitation.

    This included the use of monsters from Bihar, without a hint of guilt.

    "Wow, there's quite a lot this time!"

    Ajita exclaimed, looking at the monsters that lay slumped, unconscious.

    To her, utilizing monsters to systematically dismantle armed forces was a brilliant stratagem.

    Gezal, who had initially proposed this approach, felt the same.

    "Bringing them back was a bit of work. With this number, we should be able to wipe out the Taliban just by releasing them."

    Of course, not everyone was entirely on board with this method.

    "Are we really doing this again?"

    Sidik's face paled visibly with Gezal's return, indicating his reluctance to endorse this plan.

    "You do know there are civilians in the area where the Taliban have moved in, right...?"

    Monsters and evolved species do not discriminate between humans and enemies when attacking.

    Every time the evolved species were unleashed and escape routes sealed to massacre the Taliban, the residents of small nearby villages were caught in the crossfire.

    Recalling the chaos from past incursions, sidik's voice shook.

    "Last time, the villagers... all of them..."

    "You think we want people to die?"

    Ajita snapped and shoved Sidik's shoulder, cutting him off.

    She glared at Sidik with a piercing glare and retorted.

    "We are doing this because we can't let those murderers take our land!"

    Thunk, thunk.

    Repeatedly pushing Sidik, ajita spoke with a voice laden with restrained emotion.

    "If you want to keep pretending to be so noble, just leave. We can do this without you!"

    With that, she turned sharply, beginning to hoist the unconscious evolved species onto her shoulder.

    "Sidik, if it's too much for you, you can leave. We'll handle it from here."

    Gezal added, making Sidik droop his head, still clutching his fists tightly.

    For a brief moment, he trembled.

    "... I'll do it too."

    Sidik mumbled in a voice that quivered, lowering his stance to shoulder the burden of the evolved species, feeling it was cowardly to back out alone now.

    Gezal glanced at Sidik with a bitter smile, patting his shoulder.

    "I'm sorry to burden you."

    He explained that he never truly wished for such a brutal method.

    But they had no choice.

    He emphasized that this was a necessary sacrifice for the greater cause, asking for a little more endurance.

    Repeating words spoken countless times before, gezal shouldered the evolved species and declared.

    "Shall we leave?"

    "Yes."

    "... Yeah."

    "Everyone has an Invisibility Stone, right?"

    "Should we use it now?"

    Each carrying two evolved species, they moved toward the doorway, reaching for their Invisibility Stones when suddenly, the magic within their surroundings began to ripple.

    "Huh...?"

    The three froze momentarily, recognizing the significance of this phenomenon.

    Ajita reacted first.

    "Sidik, why would you use a Barrier Stone now?! We need Invisibility."

    "I didn't do it! Did you mess up?"

    While Ajita and Sidik exchanged blame, gezal focused on the ground.

    'Warmth...?'

    What was initially perceived as warmth emanating from the dirt floor rapidly became searing heat, and soon was aflame.

    Instinctively, gezal enveloped herself in attribute mana.

    Several months ago, her acquired high-rank Attribute Stone had granted her the cloud attribute.

    Grade 4 advanced water-system mana was more than sufficient to shield her from the sudden flames.

    "What's going on? Fire?!"

    "Get out, just get out!"

    Lacking attribute mana, ajita and Sidik flung open the creaky wooden door and bolted outside.

    "Wait!"

    Gezal tried to warn them, but it was too late.

    The two were already out of the building, and almost instantly, thunk, thunk-!

    A series of monotone yet chilling sounds reverberated.

    Gezal hastily launched herself to the side.

    Discarding the evolved species she had been carrying, she lurched away from the doorway.

    Gazing upward reflexively, gezal's eyes began to quiver.

    There were two black spear tips piercing through the building wall.

    The red liquid dripping from them was the blood of Ajita and Sidik.

    Moving purely by instinct, gezal rolled forward, not hesitating.

    No sooner had she separated from the wall than a spear of black pierced through, nearly grazing her.

    Thump, thump, thump.

    Shocked by the sudden death of her comrades, gezal's heart began to race.

    Outside the building, a faint murmur reached her ears.

    "Tch, how bothersome."

    No doubt lingered that the voice belonged to a fellow player.

    The blazing flames surrounding and killing the other two players without any resistance indicated as much.

    'Could it be the Taliban had players of their own?'

    If not, there was no reason for an unfamiliar player to attack them.

    Swallowing hard, gezal drew her sword.

    Her comrades had been Silver rank.

    But she had achieved her second awakening and was Silver rank certified.

    Gezal didn't doubt that she could overcome this crisis.

    'First, I need to withdraw.'

    The evolved species she captured was valuable, but they could be recaptured later.

    Her priority was ensuring her own survival.

    The unfinished mission of her fallen comrades needed to be completed.

    Breathing only once to steady herself, gezal arranged her attribute mana.

    Over the ground, still ablaze, an unreal fog began to gather.

    'Mistification.'

    A Grade 4 magic that obscured vision and disrupted mana.

    It was a supplemental magic often used for infiltration or escape, rendering detection and Stealth magic ineffective.

    As the magic took effect, gezal picked up the discarded evolved species.

    She tossed it towards the door, simultaneously launching herself from the ground, aiming for the open window.

    The plan was to use the evolved species to distract the assailant's attention at the door while she escaped through the window.

    Once outside, escaping should have been a simple matter.

    But the moment she set foot on the window ledge, an inexplicable feeling of dread made her halt abruptly.

    A shadowy figure flitted past her vision in an instant.

    And a split second later, a fearsome shattering sound followed, harsh winds whipping across her face.

    The same spear that took her comrades' lives swished past Gezal's face.

    Had she not stopped on instinct, her head would have been impaled.

    As Gezal froze, the unfamiliar voice once again spoke close to her ears.

    "You're going to die anyway."

    The voice was unexpectedly close.

    While Gezal was dazed, the mysterious player closed in on her.

    Instinctively, she swung her sword.

    In her haste, she didn't even think to infuse it with mana.

    As a result, she was left staring at her sword being sliced apart like paper.

    In that very moment, her neck was severed as well, but Gezal failed to recognize her own death, her consciousness fading.

    Her death was surprisingly peaceful for someone who had massacred hundreds.
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    In Afghanistan, players suspected of being part of the Resistance were using monsters to massacre not only the Taliban but also the civilians in areas occupied by them.

    Listening to their excuses to justify their actions left me astounded.

    Speaking or having any scuffle with them felt utterly displeasing, so I killed them as quickly as possible.

    Next, I visited New Delhi in India, where a cultist player was attacking devotees using monsters, absurdly profiting by claiming it was divine retribution from Allah.

    The situation in Kenya was no better; the person exploiting the monsters for money had only changed from a religious figure to a circus ringmaster.

    Even though many circus members had already been eaten, the person was using the monster as a source of income rather than killing it.

    And in Greece, a social misfit was keeping a monster as if it were a pet, of all things!

    Of course, the food for this monster pet was people kidnapped by the player.

    I fed that player's corpse as the monster's last meal.

    Around the time I dealt with the problematic pet and moved on to Italy, I truly understood what it meant to lose affection for humanity.

    This time, the stage was an underground arena operated by the Italian mafia.

    The current show was a match between a monster and a regular person, with an obvious outcome.

    "Save meee!"

    I briefly looked away from the person being eaten alive by the monster.

    Even though I diverted my gaze, I couldn't completely escape the horror because I could still hear the excited cheers of the spectators watching someone die.

    The roars from those who had forfeited their humanity, intoxicated with drugs and bloodshed, filled the air.

    In those fleeting moments when my eyes took in the dimly lit underground arena, whatever little humanity I had left began to vanish in real-time.

    'I always did have a slight aversion to humans.'

    Despite this, the thought of having to kill people stirred complicated emotions within me.

    But being here made me realize how foolish that was.

    'What a pointless thought.'

    I wasn't necessarily justified in judging others, but I didn't feel the need to bear guilt for killing those who casually committed such heinous acts.

    'Perhaps this is my way of justifying things to protect myself.'

    Maybe I was walking the same path as those players in Afghanistan, who justified their means with their ends.

    Even if I was, it wouldn't matter.

    As I let go of one more burden that had been weighing on me even though I hadn't asked for it, the spear I pulled out from my inventory felt lighter than before.

    In that state, I stood directly facing the player I needed to kill.

    On the upper part of the dome created underground, seemingly reserved for VIPs, among the shadows that flitted in and out, there was one who was my target.

    'A mana level that exceeds 100,000 has been detected.'

    That signified two main points.

    'The person is of Silver Rank, and they haven't contained their mana within their core.'

    Among players, the size of one's mana reserves essentially translates to strength.

    By evaluating the possessed mana, one can gauge how many awakenings the opponent has undergone and their track record.

    Revealing one's mana so freely without concealing it?

    'It's not that they won't, but that they can't.'

    It implied that the person's skills were only at that level.

    Not capturing someone like that after sprinting continuously, dividing my time into minutes and seconds, was impossible for me.

    'From the smell of the sea, it's due to water attributes.'

    Without a mana accumulation tool, it meant they couldn't use barriers, which require earth attributes.

    I clutched the spear in reverse, stepping forward while remaining invisible.

    And habitually, I folded my waist and pulled my arm back.

    The spear's blade pierced through the thick glass and impaled the person's head, yet no sound was heard.

    Compared to the roaring cheers below, it was a trivial sound.

    Without seeing the familiar message appear, one could believe nothing had happened.

    「Congratulations! HIDDEN MISSION - Bounty Hunting (Italy-01) has been completed.」

    「As a reward for success, reputation increases by 10.」

    「As a reward for success, a Random Box (×1) is provided.」

    「The effect of the title 'Bounty Hunter' has been activated.」

    「Magic Water Whip has been absorbed.」

    Upon checking the status window, the magic "Water Whip" was added under the magic category.

    According to the description, it was a Level 2 water attribute magic.

    'Again with the water attributes....'

    Over the past four days, I had cleared a total of 5 hidden missions, with one mission involving three targets.

    'The Bounty Hunter trait applies to the number of targets.'

    This meant I had absorbed a total of seven skills.

    Among them, five turned out to be water attribute magic.

    'Is it just a coincidence?'

    While mulling over this puzzling feeling, I observed as the people in the presumed box seat area burst out.

    I waited until the place was emptivest and then moved forward.

    The screams of those intoxicated by drugs and bloodshed who unleashed cries below the ground held no interest in what transpired above.

    Thanks to that, I entered a room with nothing but a lone corpse without interference.

    A spear embedded in the wall and the unfamiliar player impaled upon it.

    It was like a painting hung on a wall.

    I gazed at that pitiful and chilling scene before extending my hand.

    As I pulled the spear from the wall, I felt the sticky remnants of blood and brain matter clinging to the blade.

    I ignored the unpleasant sensation and extracted the spear completely, letting the body with a caved-in head slide down onto the floor.

    Instead of focusing on the corpse, I flicked away the blood from the spear.

    "Wooaah!"

    "Kill him, kill him!"

    "Hurry up and devour him!"

    Suddenly, the cheers grew louder, prompting me to look beyond the shattered glass.

    Once more, they were presenting a victim to the monster in the arena below.

    While looking at that scene, I lifted my hand slowly.

    With another precise throw, the spear took the monster down effortlessly.

    The underground filled with chaos, yet without a change in expression, I turned around.

    After retrieving my spear and exiting the arena, I found myself stopping surprisingly in the middle of nowhere, staring at my hand.

    The bloodstains on my palm and fingertips were red and black.

    But there was no sensation left in that hand.

    'Back when I killed Han Changshik, the feeling lingered for so long.'

    The sensation of flesh and bone being severed had stayed with me so long it was unbearable.

    Now, there was nothing.

    'Perhaps I've grown accustomed to killing.'

    Over the past six months, I had killed an innumerable amount of monsters.

    The mana numbers left in my status window hinted at that scale.

    Of course, killing humans weren't off the table either.

    'I've killed quite a few people too.'

    From Earthlings to the Biharin were no exception.

    PKers who targeted me, biharin who were electrocuted to death by lightning attribute mana.

    None of their deaths lingered as strongly as Han Changshik's.

    Furthermore, the blood on my hands today seemed a tad lighter for some reason.

    'Maybe because I killed with a spear?'

    As I gazed emptily at my empty hand, my throat suddenly turned dry.

    For a moment, I feared becoming desensitized to killing.

    "Sigh."

    Yet, I couldn't deny that this process was necessary, which left a part of me in anguish.

    Surely there will be times in the future where I need to kill.

    I have to toughen up to protect myself each time.

    That's why I chose to pretend not to notice the change within me.

    For now, moving forward was the only answer.

    Continue without stopping and someday, if what I fear today comes to pass...

    'I'll find a way then.'

    I can't sit down and fret over something that hasn't happened yet.

    'Let's move.'

    Repeating this a few times, my stiff legs began moving again.

    As I left, I checked the bounty mission list.

    HIDDEN MISSION 「Bounty Hunting (UK-01)」

    The next destination was the UK, Ethan's homeland.

    * * *

    "It's a bit of a shame to return right after being out for two months."

    Standing atop Primrose Hill gazing over London, Ethan turned and said.

    "Shall we grab a tea nearby?"

    "If Ethan wants it that much, then yes."

    Accompanying him for supervision and protection, the MI5 agent nodded readily at his suggestion.

    As they walked to a nearby cafe street, Ethan chuckled silently.

    It was amusing to have someone tailing him like this every time he went out, given that it was utterly impossible for an ordinary human agent to both surveil and protect him.

    He could kill this agent and make a run for it whenever he wanted.

    'I haven't tried it, but I feel like I could swim across to France and cross the sea.'

    With territories closely connected, there were areas with short maritime distances.

    For players, borders no longer carried any meaning.

    And yet, here they are, assigning personnel due to their inability to give up their reservations about players.

    'Though it's not incomprehensible.'

    Although, it's inevitable to find it pitiful.

    Of course, voicing such thoughts would have been stupid.

    After all, it was thanks to their conditions that he could even go out on rare occasions without pointing out the futility of this accompanying surveillance.

    'When considering the bounty mission, I need to be even more cautious with my words and actions. It will be annoying if I refuse and end up becoming suspicious.'

    Ethan recalled the message he had received from K a few days earlier, sighing internally.

    'At least we learned before David's team.'

    Ethan's strides were just a bit more forceful than usual as he left Primrose Hill.

    He had every right to feel this way.

    Ethan had dedicated great effort to proving that players weren't a threat.

    Yet, because of some miscreant causing trouble somewhere, his efforts and time seemed on the verge of being wasted — of course, he was bound to be upset.

    'Of all times.'

    In Britain now, the political confrontation among those in the know about the game had begun.

    You could say it started once Selena chose to grapple with David, igniting political strife at large.

    Judging by the current score, Selena had the upper hand.

    Given that she was supported by sensitive topics like human rights that resonated widely at any time and place.

    But if it came to light that players were causing issues by bringing in monsters?

    'It'll give David an advantage.'

    That wasn't what Ethan desired.

    Players should become trusted allies rather than be seen as threats.

    Only in such a situation would players retain their freedom without it being stripped away just because they were players.

    'This current situation needs to be cleared quickly and decisively.'

    Ethan moved quickly towards his destination.

    An all-too-familiar street and a familiar cafe prompted him to reminisce about the peaceful times he had once enjoyed.

    The scene he saw was once a part of the freedom his past self had lost abruptly.

    'I'll reclaim everything.'

    He clenched and unclenched his fists, seating himself in a likely spot.

    Checking his phone, there was still more than enough time until the appointed time.

    Planning to wait by sipping tea, he had just finished his order when a message popped up from the person he awaited.

    - K: Isn't your expression a bit too fierce?

    It was a message that seemed like he was being watched.

    'Already?'

    Though internally surprised, Ethan maintained his composure outwardly, slowly turning his head.

    To an unknowing eye, it might have seemed he was merely glancing across to the cafe opposite without much thought.

    But Ethan's focus was not on the cafe, but rather on an individual.

    With black hair and deep brown eyes, unmistakably an Asian.

    Despite spending just a day, with barely ten minutes of face time, the person was unforgettable.

    - Ethan Rembrandt: K, long time no see.

    Seated alone at the cafe window opposite was K, devoid of any magical tools.
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    Ethan wore a menacing expression even before he entered the café.

    His face seemed as if he might lash out at someone at any moment, reminding me of Yang Taeho's voice echoing in my mind.

    'Relax your expression.'

    I wondered if I appeared like that to him as well.

    The thought left a slightly bitter taste in my mouth.

    I wondered if I had unnecessarily dragged Ethan into this mess.

    However, that didn't mean I would retract my decision.

    I brushed away the useless thoughts and sent a chat message.

    - K: Has it been two months since we last saw each other?

    - Ethan Rembrandt: Yes, the last time was a brief encounter in Viceta.

    The situation felt a little amusing, as we sat not far apart and communicated through chat.

    Yet, this method was the best way to meet Ethan in person without revealing our connection.

    I needed to see Ethan because of course, it was related to the bounty mission.

    - K: It's been a while, and the news I bring isn't good, so it's a bit unsettling.

    - Ethan Rembrandt: It's not your fault, K. So, how do I join this bounty hunt with you?

    - K: You just need to stay right where you are.

    After replying to Ethan, I glanced at the chat box.

    HIDDEN MISSION

    「Bounty Hunter Recruitment (1/4)」

    Please stay within a 500M distance from the player to be recruited as a Bounty Hunter for more than 30 minutes.

    - Enter the codename of the Bounty Hunter to be recruited:

    「Reward」

    Additional Bounty Hunter

    Since the bounty mission roster appeared, I had contemplated it.

    There's no way I can solve all issues occurring worldwide.

    But at that time, the situation was urgent, and I had to leave the country first.

    As I tackled the immediate problems, the limitations of physical distance became more apparent.

    "If the number of players using monsters as playthings increases instead of decreases, it won't be manageable alone."

    I voiced out my need for help to the system.

    With the Capitalism trait continually active, there was no issue in conveying my intent.

    The voyeuristic and perverse system was definitely watching me through the Capitalism trait.

    The biggest concern was whether the system would actually respond.

    And it surprisingly did with a positive reaction.

    The new mission that popped up in front of my eyes was the result of the system's quick patch.

    "You can't just let things happen to you."

    Actively expressing complaints and suggesting improvements often leads to change.

    Feeling somewhat proud, I filled in Ethan's name in the blank mission box.

    Immediately, there was a response.

    「Bounty Hunter Recruitment Progress 0.1%」

    「Bounty Hunter Recruitment Progress 0.2%」

    「Bounty Hunter Recruitment Progress 0.3%」

    ...

    - Ethan Rembrandt: The Bounty Hunter recruitment progress is showing up. Is this correct?

    - K: Probably.

    'Originally, direct intervention by the system wasn't allowed.'

    But using a loophole created by the Capitalism trait, the intervention seemed to happen.

    Given the random condition of 500M, it appeared that the system intervened with Ethan through my Capitalism trait.

    - Ethan Rembrandt: At this rate, it seems it will take a considerable amount of time.

    - K: Right, how shall we spend the time?

    'There are too many eyes here, so can't even train mana.'

    Maybe I'll memorize the array of Water Element magic I absorbed?

    While I couldn't fully handle Water Element mana yet and some magic required more mana than I had.

    'I can collect the required mana.'

    It's better to do something rather than waste time.

    Just as I was about to focus on memorizing mana arrays, Ethan's message appeared.

    - Ethan Rembrandt: Since it's our first tea time together, shall we take it easy for a while?

    After reading Ethan's chat, I glanced around.

    'Tea time, huh.'

    Here, my presence was probably perceived just as a slightly unfamiliar Asian.

    No matter how much time I spent here, the connection between Ethan and me wouldn't be revealed.

    'I even removed my magic tools since news about them started to spread.'

    Even if Yang Jochul, whom I eluded right after arriving at London City Airport, walked by, he wouldn't recognize me.

    'I'm not the only Asian wandering around London.'

    Therefore, if I wanted to relax, there was nothing stopping me.

    'I'm tempted.'

    It's been almost ten years since I traveled abroad.

    'The last time was following my father to America before entering high school.'

    I watched the exotic interior of the café and straightened my posture as I typed a chat message.

    - K: Any menu recommendations?

    - Ethan Rembrandt: As a Brit, that's a question I simply can't pass by.

    I once heard that the British take tea time seriously, but I didn't realize it was this true.

    I felt overwhelmed by terms I'd never heard before, but thanks to them, I managed to relax a bit.

    Just like when I visited Rashar's mansion, I was able to leisurely eat and drink over various things.

    Of course, all exchanges happened through chat.

    Initially, we exchanged information on the political situations among the orders, the war status of different bases, and insights gained from playing the game.

    By the time our teacups were empty, we moved on to discuss the situation of players on Earth.

    - K: Letting you go with a minor watch and allowing you out is impressive of Selena. I've heard it's impossible in Korea to leave the country for personal reasons.

    - Ethan Rembrandt: That's why we're more cautious. If any player causes trouble here, Selena would be in a compromised position.

    - K: Certainly, if you cause trouble right after being allowed out on human rights grounds, there'd be nothing to say.

    - Ethan Rembrandt: Yes, so we often talk amongst party members. That we must never cause any trouble.

    As we talked about such things, I was convinced.

    Choosing Ethan as a Bounty Hunter was the right decision.

    He cherished the peace they currently enjoyed.

    He wanted to reclaim the ordinary moments he'd lost.

    For that reason, he was very aware that players should not cause problems.

    "Leaving Europe to Ethan is efficient."

    UK, Germany, and even Norway.

    There wouldn't be much problem leaving the remaining three missions in Europe to Ethan.

    The same goes for future bounty missions.

    As I felt reassured that I made the correct choice and regained my composure, the progress exceeded 98%.

    It was time to wrap up this conversation.

    - K: Will you stay in Viceta while in Bihar?

    - Ethan Rembrandt: Likely, for the time being. What about you, K?

    - K: Well, I started at Habon, so most of my connections are there.

    - Ethan Rembrandt: I heard there's a new holy site being reclaimed there soon? Are you going to participate?

    - K: Of course.

    - Ethan Rembrandt: Aren't you scared? It was dangerous during the last main scenario.

    Why ask something that's obvious?

    - K: I'm only human, so I do get scared when I face death.

    But retreating isn't an option just because I'm scared.

    My goal is to end the war in Bihar.

    The image shown to me by Meferoseta's authority constantly preyed on my mind.

    Familiar buildings with black smoke, explosions and screams, and Yeonwoo and Kim Yul caught amidst it.

    It's a horrific form of nightmare, a future I desperately wanted to prevent.

    I sighed deeply as I stood up.

    - K: It's about time I go. I have someone waiting who I feel bad making wait too long.

    - Ethan Rembrandt: It's a shame, but it can't be helped. Let's talk more leisurely next time.

    The word 'next' nagged at me like a lump in my throat.

    Only then did I realize it wasn't certain that we'd have a next time.

    - K: Sure, next time.

    But I couldn't point out that fact in front of Ethan, who naturally anticipated the future, so I left the café acting nonchalant.

    As I purposely crossed the street and brushed past Ethan's terrace seat.

    "Congratulations! You have successfully completed HIDDEN MISSION - Bounty Hunter Recruitment (1/4)."

    "Your reward is the addition of Bounty Hunter (Ethan Rembrandt)."

    "You can check the performance in the Bounty Hunter icon."

    "HIDDEN MISSION - Bounty Hunter Recruitment (2/4) has appeared."

    A system message popped up, and a red dot appeared on the newly created Bounty Hunter icon in my field of view.

    When I opened the window, it displayed the codenames for me and Ethan.

    I could also check the records of the bounty missions each of us had completed.

    Soon after, Ethan successfully reported the bounty mission had appeared.

    All objectives for coming to England were achieved.

    "Ethan's skills are quite notable among the Silver ranks."

    It seemed like only yesterday that he was begging for his life, but now he's grown into a competent player.

    Moreover, since Ethan's identity was exposed to the government early on, he doesn't hide his face while active.

    Thanks to that, he's actively engaging in association duties and has influence among European players.

    "He'll handle the bounty missions well."

    Selena's side would deal with any social issues arising from murders or player conflicts.

    "That's enough."

    Killing and concealing someone isn't the right way, yet.

    I've already embarked on this path and have no intention of turning back.

    "So, let's go."

    Keep moving forward without stopping.

    * * *

    Squad Leader Yang Jochul massaged his temples to relieve the throbbing headache as he checked the wristwatch.

    "Two hours already."

    He had been seated in the waiting area of London City Airport for two hours.

    His reason for idly spending time there, of course, was because of K.

    "In about two hours, it should be over."

    "Don't go far and kill some time within the airport."

    K left a few words and disappeared right after arriving in London.

    It wasn't the first time.

    At the previous destination, K always moved on his own without informing him.

    As an ordinary human, following K was impossible for Yang Jochul.

    As a result, he constantly lived with the anxiety and pressure that K might never return.

    After spending five days away from Korea, his complexion noticeably paled.

    Today's circumstances weren't much different.

    In fact, it worsened because he frequently saw K returning while reeking of blood.

    "Initially, I only worried about his escape."

    But now, he also considered K's potential death.

    The numerous realistic problems that would arise from that thought were enough to cause his headache.

    Rubbing his temples repeatedly for several minutes, Squad Leader Yang Jochul began tapping his foot anxiously.

    It was a reflexive response emerging from his nervousness.

    Fortunately, that state didn't last long.

    "You'll waste your blessing doing that."

    "Oh."

    K had returned.

    Squad Leader Yang Jochul quickly glanced at K, who sat next to him with a thump.

    Of course, he didn't look at K's appearance.

    He had somewhat adapted to K's unfamiliar Caucasian look.

    What he observed was K's aura.

    "This time, it seems okay."

    There was no scent of blood that naturally made people tense.

    "It was severe yesterday."

    He couldn't pinpoint exactly what had changed, but starting yesterday, he felt that something about K had definitely changed.

    The remnants of that change were still present, albeit much weaker than before.

    As a result, it was easier to start a conversation compared to yesterday.

    "K, as I've said repeatedly, it can't continue like this. I need to know about your whereabouts to handle contingencies."

    "No need to handle it. There's no trace that I was involved."

    "..."

    "If any country brings it up and mentions me, demand clear evidence that K was the one who killed the players."

    It was advice to flat-out deny any involvement regarding the immigration records.

    "Just because an incident happened while someone was visiting doesn't automatically imply they're the perpetrator."

    At that moment, he realized.

    "He doesn't seem to mind being a murder suspect."

    It was an unusual response.

    Typically, humans tend to downplay their misdeeds and want to deny their mistakes.

    In truth, many people couldn't acknowledge their wrongdoings.

    However, it seemed K wanted his deeds known.

    "This is..."

    It felt like he was appealing to an external force, not players.

    As if indicating they, too, were trying to prevent problems from escalating.

    "Seeking harmony, is it."

    He appeared to be concerned about the conflict between players and non-players.

    Squad Leader Yang Jochul, after realizing K's underlying intent, paused in speaking.

    Meanwhile, K warned Squad Leader Yang Jochul with a stronger tone.

    "I'm saying this just in case: don't recklessly follow me. If another guy besides me notices you first, you could end up dead."

    He explained that those he was tracking down were players indifferent to murder.

    "You haven't been directly involved in this game, so why assume such risk?"

    "..."

    "Fortunately, I've found like-minded individuals, so it's not difficult to sort things out our way."

    He implied that Yang Jochul should stay back and not force involvement.

    "So, let's get going now. What time did you say the flight is?"

    Then K stood up first and spoke.

    It was a clear expression that he wouldn't entertain any objections.

    Squad Leader Yang Jochul watched him for a moment, then sighed lightly and rose from his seat.

    "It's at 9 o'clock."

    He agreed to heed K's warning.

    Checking his wristwatch again, Squad Leader Yang Jochul led K towards the international gate and said,

    "We've an hour left, so we should start the boarding process."

    Next destination was the United States.
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    The system launched a recruitment mission but did not provide any criteria on who to select. The task of recruiting a bounty hunter was entirely up to me.

    Of course, it wasn't because I thought the system trusted me. Although I knew the system considered me special and kept an eye on me, I wouldn't call that trust.

    'I might be just a tool to be used.'

    Therefore, I didn't attach any particular meaning to this recruitment mission. It was just a means that could help achieve the goal.

    'It would be foolish not to use a tool when it presents itself.'

    Thus, the recruitment of new bounty hunters was conducted according to my judgment. Of course, I didn't select just anyone; there were specific conditions.

    'They must have a clear sense of purpose.'

    In this war, where I knew fewer people than I didn't, it was best if they had something definite to protect.

    Whether it's family, peace, wealth, or even personal safety or honor, any of those could suffice.

    It's enough if they're willing to endure anything for their goals, whether it means sacrificing restful peace or getting their hands bloody and wrestling with guilt.

    'They must be able to hunt humans with gritted teeth.'

    The system had been struggling with a lack of authority since the game's inception, and because of this, it couldn't grant the special privilege of bounty hunting to many.

    In fact, the recruitment mission was accompanied by the vague number 4.

    'Including me, that makes five.'

    It was an ambiguous time to determine whether additional recruitment missions would appear.

    For a while, five people had to cover the problems players caused worldwide. I couldn't afford to have someone weak, who would complain and fall behind, waste a spot.

    It was simple—of the few conditions I set, one was more important than any other.

    The first person that came to mind with this condition was Ethan, whom I met a few hours ago.

    "This is taking too long."

    The next person I thought of was the man sitting behind me. A white man sitting in the backdrop of Griffith Park in Los Angeles.

    He wore a beige bucket hat pulled down low and had a scruffy beard. As a result, it was difficult to confirm his appearance, but we undoubtedly knew each other.

    'Codename Sniper.'

    He was a player with American nationality, and I got to know him through the leading group, 'Club 249'.

    The name, decided by consulting with the participants, signifies the number of countries registered with the International Standards Organization.

    It intended to promote multinational harmony.

    Club 249 was proceeding as I initially intended. Among those I met there, Sniper had excellent conditions for recruitment as a bounty hunter.

    Recalling Sniper's story, I replied calmly.

    "Rushing won't make it go any faster."

    "I'm not complaining. No matter how long it takes, I'll definitely tackle the bounty mission."

    I recruited Sniper because he was passionate about random boxes. His child had a rare disease deemed incurable, and he hoped to get holy water from a random box.

    'Holy water, water imbued with divinity.'

    If potions are objects that accelerate recovery, holy water would be akin to a panacea. Or, in some ways, it was an even more extraordinary item.

    'It not only heals all kinds of diseases but even restores severed limbs.'

    Despite its abilities, the method to produce it wasn't overly complicated.

    You simply had to infuse water with the powers of the 7 Great Gods sequentially and without rest until it absorbed divinity.

    But for a seemingly simple process, the quantity produced was minuscule.

    'The 7 Great Orders only have two bottles of holy water right now.'

    The production period required is exceedingly long. It takes an average of about three years to produce holy water.

    Maintaining the infusion of the 7 Great Gods' powers continuously for several years isn't easy.

    'Especially difficult due to the Karlos Order.'

    The Karlos Order finds it challenging to receive blessings, even for their priests.

    The ability to wield authority essentially lies with the apostles, though there are only two of them, and their whereabouts are often mysterious.

    Given the circumstances, it's only natural that crafting holy water becomes increasingly difficult.

    'Obtaining such a precious item through normal means is nearly impossible.'

    That's probably why he was targeting the random boxes.

    'There's no guarantee that holy water will come out here, though.'

    But no one can guarantee it won't either. Hence, if he wanted to hope for it, it wasn't something I could object to.

    "If circumstances permit, can I tackle missions from other continents?"

    Having some understanding of Sniper's circumstances, I wasn't overly surprised by his question.

    'The fact that random boxes can be synthesized has already been disclosed in the guide.'

    Sniper had since been targeting random boxes more aggressively than others. He almost always participated in missions dedicated to promoting notable talents in the Order.

    In the main scenario, he gained a reputation for aggressively seeking contribution points to earn ranking rewards.

    'The bounty mission grants one random box per target.'

    I received three in the Afghanistan mission, so it's guaranteed. Sharing that piece of information, Sniper showed even more enthusiasm than Ethan.

    I had no reason to put a brake on his enthusiasm.

    "I'm not planning to say outright no. But at least discuss it with the local operations manager in advance."

    "If they refuse, I have to persuade them, huh."

    "Naturally."

    "You mentioned Europe was the British kid's region, right? He's close to the regime, so he'll probably be busy and might delegate to me... What about you? Is your area Asia?"

    "Yeah, on my end, it's fine even if I handle matters without prior coordination."

    This was a concession from my side.

    'After all, soon, I'll be engrossed in the main scenario.'

    The time to return to Earth wouldn't be abundant. If Sniper could fill that gap for me, it would be beneficial.

    "Annoyingly far, but you can't be picky with work. Thanks."

    The alignment of interests between Sniper and me was perfect, making it a commendable transaction. At the end of the deal, I added a reminder.

    "If you're thankful, don't get caught up in unnecessary guilt and make sure to handle things decisively."

    "If you pass the work to me, that's not a problem. Let me know when the other members are confirmed."

    "You can verify it from your side too, so don't worry."

    "Sounds good."

    Within Club 249, it was well-known that I valued harmony with civilians. Therefore, there was no need to elaborate on why I prioritized the bounty hunting missions.

    'From now on, I'll just have to trust and leave it to him.'

    At that moment, the completion rate I checked was 99%. As soon as I stood up, the messages I'd seen before suddenly appeared again.

    "I'm leaving."

    "See you next time."

    After confirming that Sniper's codename appeared on the bounty hunter icon, I took a few steps.

    But before I could go far, I had to stop. Unexpectedly, the message window updated again.

    「The HIDDEN MISSION list is being updated.」

    The moment when the painstakingly reduced hidden missions grew again.

    'What timing.'

    Really, this damned system was never in sync with me.

    "Sigh."

    Taking a deep breath with my eyes closed, I checked the newly updated missions. Two missions had been added.

    "Wow."

    Almost simultaneously, Sniper, who verified the same two missions, let out a soft exclamation.

    It was understandable. The new mission targets were 11 individuals for one mission and 17 for the other.

    * * *

    Inside the dim underground tunnel, barely lit by cheap lights.

    "Yawn."

    Before the lengthy yawn ended, a discreet proposal followed.

    "How about it after we finish today? I saw some new pretty ones on the way."

    An addition of a vulgar gesture accompanied the crude suggestion, to which the yawning individual responded with a chuckle.

    "I already went and came back alone."

    "Huh? You went alone?"

    "Joachim took the ones below and made a round."

    At those words, the man who made the initial proposal groaned and regretted.

    "If I had known, I would've stayed too!"

    "That's why I suggested we wait a little longer before going."

    Just in time for a clatter, clatter noise. A rail-moving trolley appeared from the dark tunnel.

    "Aren't they planning to take anyone today?"

    "Who knows?"

    It seemed like a familiar scene for them, so their conversation continued without any surprise.

    "They seemed to have quite a bit of fun yesterday, so won't they go again?"

    "Alright, I'll hold out today."

    "You're such a lecher."

    While the two giggled, the trolley moving along the rail came to a stop. Almost simultaneously, someone who had gone upstairs to bring people down descended.

    "Oh, already here?"

    "Let's transfer them quickly."

    Most of the ones following behind were fairly young. Roughly estimated, they were in their mid-teens to early twenties.

    As if they knew exactly what was happening, they approached the long line of trolleys without any apparent doubt.

    What followed was a series of low-level conversations between two or three individuals and sporadic footstep sounds.

    A player's keen senses were more than sufficient to eavesdrop on those sounds from beneath.

    However, rather than the conversation happening below, I was more concerned about the scent wafting from beyond the wall.

    I was currently approaching a warehouse with one of the targets invisibly. There was a truly peculiar smell emanating from the warehouse.

    'What is this smell?'

    It was sharp and sour, like a mix of vinegar and possibly rotten mugwort. It was truly an unfamiliar scent I was experiencing for the first time.

    While I was focusing, wondering what this smell could be, Sniper, who was holding my shoulder, spoke.

    "It smells like cocaine, and with a whiff of marijuana added, it seems."

    I slowly turned around. Unperturbed by my reaction, Sniper kicked the ground with his foot and continued.

    "These bastards are drug traffickers."

    The word from Sniper's mouth was shocking. Additionally, I was quite puzzled. It didn't make sense for him to identify drugs so easily.

    "Um? Why are you looking at me like that?"

    However, Sniper, seemingly unfazed, casually asked. Instead of showing a notable reaction, I held back my words. Before speaking, I recalled a fact.

    'There are states in the U. S. where marijuana sales are legal.'

    This difference was not based on personal preference but rather on legal and cultural aspects of the country.

    Just knowing about drugs doesn't automatically make someone an addict. Even if Sniper were to smoke marijuana, as an American, it wasn't something I could interfere with.

    'Unless he acts out due to being drugged, I have no choice but to overlook it.'

    Fortunately, Sniper had never shown impaired judgment due to drug use based on what I'd seen so far. He hadn't emitted any marijuana-like scent until today.

    'That should be enough.'

    Reaching a simple and clear conclusion, I turned my gaze away from Sniper. Pushing aside personal shock, I pondered how to handle this situation.

    'I don't know why drug trafficking is related to the game...'

    This wasn't something Sniper and I could handle alone. It wasn't just an incident involving players; it was an issue linked with a significant criminal organization.

    Meddling with it on a personal level could lead to even bigger problems. Thus, one solution remained.

    Ultimately, I clicked my tongue inwardly.

    "If these guys are indeed involved with drugs, Lily Evans needs to be contacted."

    Sniper nodded in agreement with my statement.
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    Lily Evans was closely connected with the US government to an excessive degree.

    "She's not just cooperating; she's entirely collaborating."

    This meant there was a significant possibility she might prioritize national interest over the duties of a bounty hunter.

    'If it's beneficial to the US, she might spare someone who needs to be killed.'

    Thus, I had excluded Lily from the list of potential bounty hunter candidates. However, due to the situation at hand, I couldn't avoid contacting her.

    "It's been a while, K," she said.

    Consequently, Lily amazed me by flying from the CIA headquarters on the East Coast of the US to San Diego, on the West Coast near the Mexican border, in just three and a half hours.

    "Did she take a jet?"

    Considering her affiliation with the CIA, it wasn't impossible. Feeling anew the power of public authority, I shook the hand Lily extended to me.

    "Yes, well, it's been a while!"

    I replied.

    Since our first meeting, Lily hadn't tried to dig into my information.

    Thus, I treated her with minimal courtesy. However, that didn't mean our relationship was good. If asked, I'd describe it as consistently awkward.

    This persistent awkwardness was largely due to my keeping her at a distance, wary of her extensive background.

    Her immense connections were something I found cumbersome and threatening, and I saw no reason to bring such a person close to me, unlike Ethan, with whom I had personal rapport.

    Naturally, Lily occasionally reached out, offered goodwill, or provided information, making efforts to improve our relationship. But those efforts hadn't really borne fruit.

    As of now, Lily and I was strangers who only exchanged words when necessary. This likely wasn't entirely comfortable for Lily either.

    "The person next to you is..."

    Unable to meet my gaze directly, she turned her attention to someone else. Glancing at Sniper, Lily trailed off. Chuckling softly, Sniper responded.

    "You saw me a couple of times in Bihar, right?"

    "Ah, Sniper."

    Sniper hadn't relied on the government for identification. However, he also hadn't avoided appearing before Lily through the club.

    'Not sure what he's relying on.'

    He seemed confident he wouldn't be caught in the government's net.

    'Perhaps the story of a child with an incurable disease was a lie too.'

    Although I wasn't concerned about whatever negotiations he had with the US government, I didn't want his situation to fall into their hands.

    "There's no guarantee we'll find a supportive ally like Ethan."

    Selena, who'd joined Ethan's ship, had to support his bounty hunting to maintain her standing.

    But Sniper's circumstances were different. There was no assurance I could create a similar situation if he came under government scrutiny.

    'I can't have my bounty hunts compromised.'

    I concluded that I needed to discuss this matter with him sometime. While organizing my thoughts swiftly, I took a half-step to the side, partially blocking Lily from Sniper. I then spoke directly.

    "We found a drug storage nearby, and there's player involvement in this matter."

    I still didn't know why this incident was linked to a bounty mission. Drugs had been a part of human history for centuries.

    'It doesn't seem significant enough to merit a bounty mission.'

    While mulling over the puzzling connection, I laid out the information related to the incident.

    Besides San Diego, where we were gathered, players were scattered evenly across Yuma, El Paso, Laredo, New York, and Washington.

    "There are 11 targets listed in the US."

    The remaining 17 were involved in missions originating from Mexico. Strangely, not all were located within their own country.

    "Actually, there are 18 targets within the US."

    The other ten were scattered across Mexican territory. These specifics hadn't been shared over chat, hence Lily's expression stiffened slightly as I concluded my explanation.

    "It seems players from both countries are collaborating to cause trouble... There are many people involved, and since drugs are involved, I thought it only courteous to discuss the method of elimination beforehand."

    My words implied that elimination was the only solution. Lily looked between me and Sniper before asking.

    "You're sure of the number of players involved in this issue. Have you seen them with your own eyes?"

    It was impossible to hide all information about the bounty hunting mission.

    "No, I didn't see them myself; it's information from the system."

    So, I honestly revealed some details.

    "The system, you say? You're telling me the system provided information on drug trafficking?"

    Considering her question, I paused momentarily to choose my words.

    I had no intention of revealing that I could communicate with the system. Sharing necessary information by an appropriate means required care in speaking.

    "Do you remember the global announcement during the first tutorial?"

    A look of realization dawned in Lily's eyes, leading to an exclamation after a few seconds.

    "Oh! The survival of humanity!"

    Most of that announcement, which was visible only to Beta testers, had been garbled. No such message was presented to selected players once the main server opened.

    This had been confirmed by the first-player, Kim Yul, and the second-player, Yang Taeho.

    Having reminded her of the notice seen only by Beta testers, I continued while glancing at the mission window in my peripheral vision.

    "The system seems to consider this issue a threat to humanity's survival. That's why it issued a mission to eliminate the targets."

    When I added that this wasn't the first time, Lily looked between Sniper and me again before hesitantly inquiring.

    "Why... would it issue such a mission only to you two?"

    Strictly speaking, it was issued to me, and I shared it with Sniper.

    "Beats me...."

    I paused, as if catching my breath, then refocused on Lily.

    I had once been curious about why the system left a question mark, once given to the first-place winner in the tutorial, only for me.

    Why it continued to send messages, launch hidden missions for me, and push me along. I pondered over those questions daily.

    When the period of pondering extended over time, I began to understand one day.

    'It decided I'm the best option.'

    Out of the thousands, perhaps millions, of players it observed, I was deemed the most beneficial in achieving its purpose.

    In other words, the system judged that my utility value was the highest among many players.

    'Thus, it decided to invest all in me rather than distributing its resources among other players.'

    As I've not disappointed that judgment, capitalism's penchant persisted.

    Of course, I had no intention of meeting its expectations, nor was I pleased with the system's unilateral investment.

    I simply used it as much as it used me.

    "Perhaps it reckons I'll contribute more to humanity's survival than you!"

    I concluded.

    That was a stark comparison between her situation, constrained by the US, and mine. Understanding my implication, a rigid expression settled on Lily's face.

    Thus, my conviction that Lily wasn't cut out for bounty hunting was further solidified.

    "Let me emphasize: these individuals must die."

    Once more, I declared my unwillingness to compromise on this issue.

    "Think of the way to minimize your losses."

    If not, I would attack indiscriminately, heedless of America's circumstances.

    In the past, it was a warning I couldn't have dared to give, a threat even.

    From America's perspective, my words might have seemed like a terrorism warning.

    As a result, Lily provided a solution before sunset that day. Though she made various attempts to negotiate, I'd dismissed them all, leaving her no alternative.

    Thus, ten hours after the large-scale bounty mission's inception, as explosions echoed from a building near the San Diego border, the US terror alert escalated to 'Code Orange' (high risk of terror, prompting security authorities to take additional precautions at public events and coordinate and integrate security operations across armed forces or law enforcement agencies).

    * * *

    The scenario Lily brought was straightforward.

    The clash between players in San Diego would be framed as a conflict between drug cartels.

    "Afterward, go to Mexico to complete the mission."

    By pretending to declare war on drug cartels, citing civilian casualties that didn't exist, they would conduct a pretended sweep operation.

    Of course, I was requested to ensure the inflow of drugs into the US didn't diminish excessively during the process.

    Though shocking, the conditions made sense upon calmer reflection.

    A decrease in the supply of drugs circulating in the US wasn't a simple issue.

    "If the supply drops sharply, prices will rise."

    The ensuing social problems would not conclude with just one issue.

    This implied that the impact from reduced distribution would be borne not by individuals but by the society of the US as a whole.

    If a nation's policies and decisions were determined solely by what's right and wrong, that would be ideal.

    "Reality is not an ideal."

    Pretending not to be shocked, I nodded to the conditions Lily presented.

    Afterward, at midnight, we detonated a bomb of moderate power in an abandoned building.

    Thus began a charade steeped in lies.

    Ten minutes after the first explosion, I, Sniper, and Lily remained on standby with fully equipped gear, mana stored within our cores.

    "They don't seem inclined to come out," muttered Sniper beside me.

    Gazing at the distant flames, I shifted my focus to the map.

    "There are four in San Diego."

    None of them had moved from their positions.

    With the elevation of the terror alert, police were being deployed, and nearby civilians had begun evacuating—a stark contrast to the players' behavior.

    "Although it's not a 3D map, it seems..."

    The suspected players appeared to enter the tunnels previously used for drug smuggling, instead of evacuating.

    "They must be confident."

    Judging that they wouldn't be endangered even amidst a terrorist act.

    "Well, it works in our favor if they stay in one place."

    I readily nodded at Sniper's comment.

    "It seems the civilians have cleared out. Let's go in?"

    "Don't kill outright."

    "Yeah, yeah."

    We had already agreed to summon the other players and capture them all at once.

    We couldn't afford extensive property damage in San Diego, so we had no choice.

    Thus, Sniper would initially enter, pushing them just enough to call for reinforcements.

    "Given that they were targeted as part of the same mission simultaneously, they must have some network."

    Able to communicate rapidly and freely through in-game chat without modern technology, they'd have formed networks more swiftly.

    Considering the timing and location, it was certain.

    We intended to exploit this to corral them into one place and annihilate them within a barrier.

    Hence the choice of the player at the center of the distribution as the first target.

    "Well then..."

    Just as Sniper pressed his bucket hat firmly and took a single step,

    Boom!

    An explosion echoed from a building about three blocks from where we stood.

    It was the location of another target warehouse.

    Turning abruptly towards the sudden blast, Sniper and I locked eyes with Lily.

    Standing a step behind us, Lily urgently shook her head.

    Expressing ignorance of the matter, an indication it wasn't part of the plan.

    Redirecting attention to the explosion site revealed...

    "Who is that?"

    Amidst flames rising from the explosion, a figure emerged.

    However, no movement reflected on the map's target markers.

    The implication was clear.

    "A different player."

    A third player, unrelated to the bounty mission, had appeared.
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    "Oh, um... What to do?"

    Sniper, who had been glancing back and forth between the direction we were originally supposed to go and where the explosion just occurred, muttered in confusion.

    By that time, I was already on the rooftop of the building where I stood.

    The target we aimed for had moved.

    From the movement of the target on the map, it seemed they were headed to the site of the explosion for support.

    With the original plan disrupted, I needed to respond quickly.

    'Most of the police involved in the evacuation operation don't know about the game.'

    In such a situation, what if a barrier was placed around the burning warehouse?

    Many might witness the bizarre phenomenon of the flames suddenly disappearing.

    'Forget the barrier.'

    In that case, the best course of action was to launch a quick raid and finish them off without giving the four targets time to fight back.

    A dark shadow darted across the cement road, and before I knew it, I was completely hidden in the darkness.

    'Invisibility.'

    I used Invisibility while hiding my mana within the core.

    On Earth, there were no symbols that appeared, making it impossible to find me with the naked eye.

    Furthermore, my body was that of a gold-ranked player.

    Suppressing my presence and moving while concealing my mana wasn't too difficult.

    To detect me in this state, one's senses needed to be as developed as a gold rank, or their Mana Detection level needed to be above 5.

    And the target I was aiming at was not of that standard.

    It was obvious since he managed to turn around just before the lance of Kerak reached his back.

    Thrust!

    With a simple sound, the player's heart was pierced and ceased to function.

    「Successfully eliminated the target.」

    「Mana is absorbed. Some corrupted mana is mixed.」

    Glancing at the map, I saw the remaining two were also converging towards the site of the explosion.

    They were moving from the 4 o'clock and 7 o'clock directions.

    "To the 4 o'clock direction, end it quickly with one strike."

    Even though my voice wasn't loud, it was enough for a silver rank to hear.

    Two presences that quickly followed me disappeared in the 4 o'clock direction.

    Sniper had taken Lily with him.

    After confirming their movement, I rushed towards the 7 o'clock direction.

    Soon, as the faint scent of earth filled the air, I spotted another player rushing towards the explosion.

    I planted my foot so firmly on the cement road that it caused a crack.

    Crack.

    Then, I threw the javelin with all my might, to the point where the muscles in my arms, shoulders, and waist were overstressed.

    This was done considering the possibility that the opponent might use a barrier.

    Whiz—!

    The piercing sound that could tear one's ears resounded due to the force.

    The moment the ground was pounded behind the javelin that was shot at a speed impossible to track with the naked eye.

    "What the!"

    The player rushing from the opposite side used a barrier.

    It was an impressively quick reaction.

    But it was not enough to counter me.

    Crack—!

    The player's barrier couldn't withstand the strength of a full-powered throw from a gold rank, and the spear burst the player's head open.

    "If I had thrown it normally, it might have been blocked."

    It would have become a battle instead of a raid.

    It felt rewarding to have thrown it with extra force.

    "Two left."

    One of them was being handled by Sniper and Lily, leaving only the one near the explosion.

    Bang—!

    Just then, additional explosions rang out, and the flames shot upwards becoming more intense.

    I changed direction even before the mana absorption was finished.

    As I was almost reaching the explosion site, the target approaching from the 4 o'clock direction disappeared as well.

    Sniper and Lily had successfully executed their raid.

    "One left now."

    While raiding the other targets, the flames that erupted from the explosion became even fiercer.

    Not only one building but an entire block was engulfed in flames.

    I silently clicked my tongue and leaped towards the two players flamboyantly exchanging blows on a nearby rooftop.

    One was a man, the other a woman.

    The two were entangled, exchanging sword blows, making it hard to determine who the target was.

    So, I inserted a spear between them.

    "What's this?!"

    "Who!"

    The two players without names reacted simultaneously.

    However, they didn't immediately counterattack.

    Since I was still in an invisible state.

    They both swung their swords in the direction they sensed I might be out of instinct.

    Naturally, their accuracy was off, and that allowed me to easily kick each one in a different direction.

    "Which one's..."

    "Urgh!"

    As a result...

    'It's the man.'

    The target designated by the system on the map was the man who got kicked aside to the left.

    'I only caught a whiff of burnt smell before.'

    It meant both of them had fire-based attributes.

    I quickly threw a spear without hesitation.

    Clang!

    The sound of metal clashing barely echoed, and the player, who had regained his footing, deflected the spear with his sword.

    However, he didn't notice the dagger I had subtly sent flying along with the spear.

    Consequently, he couldn't avoid the dagger that suddenly appeared in front of him.

    "Argh!"

    No matter how awakened a player was, certain vital points like the eyes were still vulnerable.

    Thanks to that, I managed to pierce through his eyes using Telekinesis magic.

    Taking advantage of that moment, I attempted another spear throw.

    The spear I threw with more force than before pierced through and deeply embedded itself into the cement ground.

    A moment later, there was a thud sound.

    The sound of the target collapsing with a hole punctured right in the middle of his chest.

    It wasn't an instantaneous death.

    "Ugh, urk!"

    Twitching.

    The target convulsed and spewed blood for a few seconds, appearing desperate to escape death.

    Of course, it was a futile struggle.

    「Successfully eliminated the target.」

    「Mana is absorbed. Some corrupted mana is mixed.」

    After the message popped up, the target stopped moving and went limp.

    It took barely five minutes to eliminate all four targets in San Diego.

    Thanks to them converging into one location and being distracted by other things, the ambush was easy.

    With the streets empty, there weren't any other concerns.

    Thus, the situation concluded swiftly.

    I stood alone on the rooftop and surveyed my surroundings.

    Red flames, black smoke, shattered glass, and broken building exteriors filled my vision.

    The distant sound of sirens seemed to dramatize the tragedy further.

    'It's a veritable sea of fire.'

    If I was to summarize the apocalypse I'm bound to witness in the future, it might look just like this.

    I gazed at the burning street with a complex mixture of feelings.

    'It's been roughly nine months since the game began...'

    It was around the time when there were increasing posts of players experiencing their second awakening as a silver rank.

    'To be honest, silver rank isn't considered very high in this game.'

    Yet, even at the not-so-high silver rank, a city block could be turned to ashes.

    'And it only took two people.'

    Realizing that fact inevitably led to thinking about the worst-case scenario.

    If the place where I stood had severe security measures, would something have been different?

    'No way.'

    The answer came too easily, deepening the frown on my forehead.

    'I understand the need for players in preparation for a possible war.'

    Human firearms are incredibly ineffective against high-ranking evolved species.

    Even bullets can be somewhat covered by a rank 2 magic barrier.

    Meanwhile, I possessed a body strong enough to penetrate such barriers.

    Just that difference alone makes the necessity of players a given.

    But the clearer picture of potential catastrophes caused by nurturing players for war just left a bitter taste.

    Perhaps fostering players for war might lead to humanity's downfall.

    'If that's the case, it's truly the worst tragedy.'

    I chuckled bitterly, letting out a sigh laden with complex emotions.

    I couldn't dwell on these feelings indefinitely.

    Just like in the arena, I left something inside me there.

    And then, I turned to leave the place.

    Oddly enough, the steps away from what was left behind weren't that heavy.

    Perhaps because of that, a sense of leisure surfaced, along with the thought that this incident could be exploited.

    'Since things have turned out this way, let's make it more spectacular and wrap things up quickly.'

    Unlike Korea, the US was more vulnerable to armed terrorist threats.

    Given that the government was aware of the players, it wouldn't be difficult to disguise the incident.

    While I was devising future plans, I sensed two fast-approaching auras.

    Judging by the direction they were approaching from, it was undoubtedly Sniper and Lily.

    Even having realized that, I headed in the opposite direction from them.

    To the place where the woman I had knocked away earlier was.

    The woman without a name was on high alert with her sword raised, instead of making any sudden moves.

    She seemed tense from not being able to pinpoint exactly where I was.

    I alternately checked the map and the unnamed woman.

    'She's not the target.'

    There was no immediate need to kill her, but that didn't mean she had to be spared either.

    'It's not too late to interrogate her about why she was here and her relationship with those guys.'

    Having made my decision, I canceled the Invisibility and spoke.

    "What are you?"

    Upon seeing me, the woman visibly flinched and trembled.

    At a timely moment, Sniper and Lily returned.

    "Do you know each other?"

    "Not at all."

    Sniper's question was quickly denied, and the woman exclaimed with wide eyes, pointing her finger.

    "Oh, li—Lily Evans!"

    No, let me correct that.

    She wasn't pointing at me, but at Lily, who had moved beside me.

    "Do you know me?"

    "Uh, I, saw you at the association's inauguration... Oh!"

    The woman seemed ready to answer candidly but suddenly seemed alarmed.

    And to top it off, she looked around nervously, as if she had something to hide.

    'A skittish person.'

    My first impression didn't suggest she had a calm demeanor.

    While I observed the woman, Lily asked in a peculiar tone.

    "Are you a player residing in San Diego?"

    Even before the question was finished, the woman's shoulders visibly sank.

    It was quite a revealing reaction. It was as if she was answering with her expressions and actions because she found it troublesome to speak.

    'She's not a resident here, yet she's a Latina clashing with drug traffickers...'

    Given a few keywords and Lily's attitude, the answer was obvious.

    'Illegal immigration.'

    It appeared she had crossed the border without proper procedures.

    That explained why she was excessively cautious in front of Lily, who was known to be with the CIA.

    'By the book, she should be arrested right away.'

    I had no choice but to intervene before Lily imposed the law and rules.

    "I believe my question comes first..."

    Upon reflection, Lily had first intervened in my conversation with the woman.

    In a hurry to get the answer I wanted, I might have to overlook Lily's interference.

    Why was she fighting the targets?

    That peculiar tension seemed to warn me repeatedly that I should hear that story.

    "I asked who you are. What's your relationship with that dead guy over there?"

    As I tilted my spear casually onto my shoulder and repeated the question, the woman hesitated, glancing between me and Lily.

    "Do I have to ask again?"

    Did my intervention and Lily's lack of opposition establish the hierarchy present?

    "I came to take down that drug-addicted bastard... also intended to burn some drugs..."

    The woman's tightly closed lips began to open.

    "Uh, well... I was trying to stop the supply for now, as those bastards extracted the blood of monsters to make new drugs, you know? You all know about it, right, the black blood? Everyone knows, right? But it's really, the effects are so dangerous, like the veins turn black and swell up, and the muscles bulge visibly, becoming almost inhuman. So I figured it had to be stopped before it was distributed..."

    As a result, I discovered why the damn system placed bounties on so many players.
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    The woman revealed that her name was Eisa Gonzalez. She elaborated extensively on why she had to enter the country illegally.

    - I didn't cross with any bad intentions, it's just that I didn't have a passport...

    - But when the Plaza (a hub for manufacturing drugs, akin to a village or small city) got raided, they said the drugs had already been sent to the US, so I thought I had to stop them from releasing it...

    Perhaps she was conscious of Lily's affiliation. Fortunately or unfortunately, Lily didn't dwell on Eisa's illegal entry.

    Instead, she probed deeper into the narcotics that had made their way to the U. S. I found her questions intriguing, having only encountered drugs through media before.

    Questions such as the effects, symptoms upon addiction, the manufacturing process, price, and the size of the related cartel were systematically and thoroughly examined.

    'Curious though I was.'

    I wondered why such inquiries were being made and how they planned to pursue this, considering that players were involved now.

    There were many things I was curious about, but jumping in prematurely seemed risky at that moment.

    This situation had been brewing between the U. S. and Mexico for a long time, after all.

    In the meantime, I reflected on Eisa's story.

    - Umm, by the time I learned about the drug, it had already spread in Mexico's underworld...

    - It had a familiar smell, and when I checked the manufacturing sites, it turned out they were using monster blood to make it.

    - The process is even simple. You mix it with cocaine, boil it, and once it hardens, grind it to powder, and that's it.

    - The drawback is... it becomes useless quickly. Around two weeks and it turns into worthless black powder.

    - So far, I've confirmed seven Plazas, mostly near the border. I managed to burn one down.

    A drug made with monster blood, called Cratoll.

    'A play on "crazy" and "toll".'

    The drug was rapidly spreading in Mexico. Just thinking about it made my head throb.

    'Drugs are not a problem that can be eradicated easily.'

    If that were possible, the U. S., mexico, colombia, and countries in Central and South America wouldn't have suffered from drug issues for so long.

    It's a never-ending war as long as humanity exists.

    Luckily, in this particular case, it was possible to put a temporary stop to it.

    If we eliminate the involved players and kill all the monsters, no further materials can be obtained.

    'We can at least put out the immediate fire.'

    But conversely, it only means temporary containment with no permanent solutions. If monster blood becomes accessible, ordinary people could make Cratoll.

    'If holes appear and monsters cross over, it will undoubtedly be a problem.'

    Even without that, the system will continue to increase the number of players. There's nothing to stop newly selected players from repeating the same actions.

    Eventually, this matter will require ongoing management. What if I leave that management to Eisa?

    'Though there's Sniper, having a dedicated person for South America is also beneficial.'

    Initially, I intended to consider candidates from the players in Club 249. Unexpectedly, Eisa emerged as a new candidate, and her qualifications weren't bad.

    'She seems willing to tackle problems voluntarily, and she seems to have a strong aversion to drugs.'

    Additionally, she was prepared to endure the burden of murder on her own. I objectively analyzed Eisa while tapping my forearm with my fingers.

    'To be honest, her skills aren't satisfying.'

    It was evident when she couldn't hunt down the target before I arrived after the additional explosion; it was hard to say her skills were exceptional.

    Nonetheless, after much deliberation, I concluded that I wanted to recruit her. The advantages outweighed the disadvantages significantly.

    Eisa possessed a unique familiarity with drugs.

    'I can't contact Lily Evans every time an issue arises.'

    Purely focusing on her knowledge and experience with drugs outweighs her overall skills.

    It's unlikely to find another player knowledgeable about the drug trade ecosystem.

    Realizing this, I didn't see Eisa's lack of skills as a substantial problem that could change my decision.

    'If her skills are lacking, they must be raised to match her position.'

    For now, I'll assign Sniper with a similar activity range to support her.

    'If I request Sniper to train her, she'll at least avoid getting bullied elsewhere.'

    In exchange, I offered random boxes, ensuring Sniper wouldn't refuse. Having made a decision, I contemplated how to approach Eisa.

    'Her personality seems simple.'

    This was another contributing factor to my decision to recruit her. When engaging in a prolonged, endless war, such simplicity could be beneficial.

    After careful thought, the approach I decided on was straightforward.

    'If I roundabout the process, she wouldn't notice.'

    I sent a friend request the moment Eisa finished her conversation with Lily. Eisa, her eyes widening in surprise, hesitated several times but eventually accepted my request.

    - Eisa: Why... me? Do you know me?

    Perplexed by the abrupt question.

    'She's simple, not very quick-witted.'

    If it were me, when an unfamiliar incident occurred, I'd first check if there were changes to my usual environment.

    And I'd have thought associating those changes. Despite having three unfamiliar individuals around, she failed to connect the dots between the sudden friend addition and these unfamiliar figures.

    With Eisa, I needed to be clear and concise. With this type, speaking ambiguously would only complicate communication.

    - K: The brown-haired white man standing at your 3 o'clock is me.

    "Eek!!"

    Eisa clamped her hands over her mouth as she turned to look at me.

    'What a partner indeed...'

    It didn't take long for Lily to sense something and glance between Eisa and me.

    "What's happening?"

    I shrugged, feigning ignorance despite Lily's questioning. Giving her additional information was not something I favored.

    Mentioning the bounty mission was simply to secure minimum cooperation.

    'Details like how I can track exact locations, rewards for eliminating targets, or penalties for failing the mission.'

    They are not something I plan to disclose unnecessarily.

    Thus, I needed to rein in Eisa, who was practically broadcasting our collusion.

    - K: Just pretend you don't know anything. I don't want Lily Evans to know of our conversations.

    - Eisa: Yes!

    I stated my needs clearly, without beating around the bush, specifying the course of action.

    Eisa, too, chose to ignore Lily, albeit appearing stiff and somewhat suspicious rather than nonchalant. Being an open book, I settled with her reaction.

    As both Eisa and I pretended nothing was amiss, Lily gritted her teeth. She might have realized a clandestine conversation was occurring beyond her view.

    But knowing was one thing, acting on that knowledge was another. She had no way to access our chat, not unless she hacked the game.

    Now that I think of it, the system did well to update the community feature. I generously praised the system's decision as I continued to chat.

    - K: There's something called Hidden Missions available to a select few players instead of general missions.

    - Eisa: I've heard of it! Some people bragged about it in the community.

    The existence of Hidden Missions wasn't a secret per se. Players who received distinct rewards naturally boasted about their luck.

    Because of this, Eisa believed in the Bounty Missions quickly. Explaining the type of mission didn't prove difficult.

    - K: You might have to kill hundreds; are you still up for it?

    If Eisa refused, I would end up revealing information needlessly.

    So I kept the details vague, explaining only what need to be done, and then asked her to decide whether to join or not, minimizing the risk of refusal.

    Despite managing the risk, I was half-confident. Eisa had voluntarily stepped into the world of drugs, willing to kill to stop it.

    'She likely has a story tied to drugs, possibly with resentment mingled in.'

    - Eisa: I'll do it.

    As expected, she responded quickly, without hesitation.

    - K: You'll be in charge of Latin America. I expect you to handle drug-related affairs as quietly and smoothly as possible. The region contains many countries notorious for fueling drug cartels. Given your recruitment based on drug-related insights, you should know the situation better than I.

    Convinced, I prepared to write Eisa's code into the third recruitment mission.

    - Eisa: But... what about non-players?

    - Eisa: So, I'm talking about those in the drug cartels who are just civilians.

    The momentary pause, however, led me back to a decision I had reached while saving Lee Junmo.

    - K: Not allowed. If you try to harm civilians, I will personally intervene to stop you.

    Just as I stepped in during the matter involving Yun Jihye and Lee Junmo.

    - K: Let non-player matters be resolved by non-players. Just as we, players, deal with problems created by players.

    Both sides must be distinguished; otherwise, players ruling over civilians becomes the norm. After firmly voicing my stance, a dejected response came back after a while.

    - Eisa: Okay...

    Only then did I jot down Eisa's code into the recruitment mission.

    「Bounty Hunter Recruitment Progress 0.1%」

    「Bounty Hunter Recruitment Progress 0.2%」

    .......

    There was no reason to waste time any further now that Eisa was recruited.

    "Sniper."

    "Yeah?"

    "Can you handle the remaining targets in the U. S. alone?"

    "Of course."

    Upon declaring I'd allocate the targets in the U. S. to him, Sniper readily accepted.

    "Then I will immediately head to Mexico."

    For now, I would deal with Mexico directly and leave the U. S. targets to Sniper.

    Afterward, I would assign Sniper to exclusively work with Eisa, covering the Americas together. Having laid out the next steps, I turned to Eisa.

    "Ms. Eisa, you mentioned knowing about the locations of Cratoll production? Please guide us."

    "Uh, uhh..."

    As Eisa reflexively started to move towards me, she hesitated upon seeing Lily's gaze.

    I looked at Lily and said, "This time, let us go peacefully. I contacted you beforehand, showing some goodwill, so I ask for your understanding."

    "... Just this once."

    Meaning if Eisa illegally crosses the border again, she wouldn't let it go so easily. I had no intention to intervene about that.

    Eventually, the U. S. would become Sniper's domain, so Eisa wouldn't likely cross over much. Not unless Sniper secretly crossed the border.

    As I turned away from Lily, Eisa promptly followed, asking, "Are we really crossing the border like this?"

    "Yes. Let's move."

    That dawn, news reported in America claimed that a war had erupted due to a clash between drug cartels.

    Back in Mexico, chaos continued with violent conflict between cartels causing immense damage.

    During this, Eisa and I burned down six drug-making Plazas. All of this unfolded in just 52 hours.
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    Chapter 151. Human Hunting(5)

    I thought to myself, "Being in a Silver Rank in about two days shouldn't be a problem..."

    I had roughly been awake for 52 hours since my last sleep.

    I felt a bit tired but not overwhelmingly so.

    It seemed like I could last up to four days without sleep, but overexerting myself like that would negatively affect my combat ability and concentration.

    Ideally, it was better to rest or rotate with someone before reaching my physical limit.

    I habitually massaged around my trapezius muscles to assess the limits of my body.

    Noticing this, Lily glanced at me and asked, "Are you tired?"

    "Yes, sort of!"

    I replied.

    In Mexico, there were seven plazas producing Cratoll. Among them, Eisa had already taken care of one before coming to the United States.

    Over the last two days, Eisa and I had dismantled the remaining six together.

    It involved tedious work to avoid civilian casualties, but in terms of outcome, we accomplished our mission targets and eliminated all monsters in the plazas.

    Following that mission, Eisa headed to Paraguay to deal with another target, while I returned to the United States.

    "No choice as my entry record remains here."

    Since the task was over, I needed to join up with Squad Leader Yang Jochul. Thanks to Lily's persistent messaging, I ended up coming back to San Diego.

    "If you're planning to stay in the US, we can arrange accommodations for you..."

    "I must return immediately. I have someone waiting for me at the airport."

    It implied that I hadn't entered the country illegally. I didn't plan on further engagements with Lily or the US government either.

    Noticing my mention of an acquaintance, Lily Evans fell silent for a moment before asking, "Which airport?"

    "Los Angeles International Airport!"

    I said.

    "Would you like us to provide a flight there?"

    "I didn't bring my passport, though. Can I still board?"

    With a concise response, Lily nodded. She seemed half-curious and half-skeptical, possibly trying to figure out if I actually hadn't entered the country illegally or who might be waiting for me.

    Even though I perceived her intent, I nodded willingly.

    "I'd appreciate that."

    There was no need to unnecessarily struggle since they offered a method. I had arrived by Sniper's vehicle, so there was no clear way back.

    Soon, a black car was prepared, and I got into it without hesitation.

    It was impossible for human technology to restrain me anyway, so I figured I might catch up on sleep during the ride.

    "Oh!"

    I said, not forgetting to take out the phone I'd kept in my inner pocket before we embarked.

    Lily's attention fixated on the device, as if considering if it might trace back to my identity.

    'Surely, she doesn't think I'd bring such a thing.'

    This wasn't my phone. I didn't even know who it was registered to in the first place. It was given to me by Squad Leader Yang Jochul for emergency contact purposes.

    Dialing a number from yesterday's record, the call was quickly connected.

    "Yes, K."

    "Have you been waiting long?"

    "I've been on edge."

    "I'm heading over now, flying from San Diego airport..."

    My voice trailed off as I glanced at Lily sitting beside me. She held up one finger.

    "They say it'll take about an hour. It would be another couple of hours with the plane ride," she explained.

    "Are you traveling with someone?" the voice on the line asked, immediately catching on because I was flying without direct assistance.

    Since Lily could hear the conversation at this distance, I responded, "Lily Evans."

    No further explanation was necessary. She was famous enough among those familiar with the game.

    "I'll introduce you later; please arrange the flight. It's to India. I'll send the details by text!"

    I said.

    "I'll prepare everything on time," came the response.

    "Thank you. See you later then."

    "Yes."

    As soon as Squad Leader Yang Jochul's response came, the car started to move.

    * * *

    "Let's make introductions. This is from the Korean National Intelligence Service, and this is from the U. S. CIA."

    After facilitating the introductions, Yang Jochul and Lily shook hands. Once they finished, Lily spoke first.

    "I'd heard rumors, but K is indeed a Korean."

    "As you can see!"

    Yang Jochul said, almost as if anticipating her words.

    He showed her my passport, which bore this face and an unfamiliar name, only seen today. The nationality was, of course, south Korean.

    Lily's cheek twitched subtly, indicating she wanted to object but knew better than to ask questions she wouldn't get answers to.

    She probably realized that it was a fake identity.

    'Technically, the identity is fake.'

    The passport itself was genuine, issued by the Korean government. Thus, there was nothing more she could say.

    'It's convenient.'

    Having the support of authorities was convenient in many ways. Not that I planned on walking into the National Intelligence Service on my own.

    An uncomfortable silence, stemming from tension or something else, stretched between Yang Jochul and Lily. It was soon broken by my intervention.

    "When's the flight?"

    "We need to proceed with the boarding process immediately."

    Yang Jochul answered promptly as if he had been waiting for my involvement.

    "Let's go."

    I needed to sort out some issues I had left in Asia, starting with Afghanistan.

    'Three incidents occurred in Asia.'

    I had four days to deal with them.

    'It will be tight.'

    Swallowing a sigh, I briefly bid Lily farewell before turning away.

    * * *

    I returned to Korea after covering India, Singapore, and Japan. It had been exactly nine days and 11 hours since the first bounty mission was issued.

    I cleared all 13 bounty missions that had emerged in that period. Now, the corresponding regional operations managers were handling any occurring ones.

    'The immediate crisis is resolved.'

    As I disembarked from the plane with a sigh of relief, I noticed a message notification.

    「A chat message had arrived from the code name Kj.」

    Raising my brow, I wondered, 'What is it?'

    I had already briefed my party members on the situation. Since we had agreed I'd return before the recapture expedition ceremony, I had about two days of leeway.

    'Could something have happened?'

    I didn't think we had bad terms among us, but reaching out privately was not typical.

    Wary of possible trouble, I quickly opened the chat. But my concern was unnecessary.

    - Kj: Hyung, a post for an attribute stone trade is up on the comm!

    I instantly opened the community page.

    There it was, under new posts—a high-rank Attribute Stone. The starting bid was for two days later at the central square of Viceta, matching the shop's standard of 50,000 mana.

    The post was made by someone with the codename Myeongranjeot.

    After confirming essential information, my eyes lit up.

    'Must buy it.'

    When used by someone with attributes, attribute Stones convert into mana. A low-rank Attribute Stone provides up to 100, medium-rank 500, and high-rank up to 1,000 attribute mana.

    'The lowest ones give under 50 attribute mana.'

    Given this, I had been securing Attribute Stones through various channels. Transactions were happening between players like this one, and I had requested the Order of Palao to purchase them for me.

    In Bihar, these were known as Spirit Stones and were said to grant one a small chance of developing innate attribute mana.

    'Though they're rare, expensive, and uncertain in effect,'

    In the game, where players operate, attributes emerge with a reasonable likelihood. Even if no attribute emerges, at least mana is obtained.

    The stones don't lose efficiency even if sourced outside the shop, and I've verified this myself.

    While pursuing a level 3 mission, I'd found a lowest-grade Attribute Stone on a corpse, proving absorption was possible.

    Despite pursuing various avenues to secure Attribute Stones, there was still a deficiency.

    'I wish I could buy high-rank Attribute Stones and absorb attribute mana from the shop.'

    I'd willingly exchange 50,000 general mana for 1,000 attribute mana under those terms.

    However, this was not possible.

    'Each person can only purchase one of each type of Attribute Stone.'

    I had already absorbed what was available to me. Occasionally, those who wanted a change of pace would sell higher-rank stones, and I aimed to routinely purchase and absorb attribute mana from these transactions.

    The reason for the cumbersome posting of trades, auctioning replacement items, and more cumbersome measures in trades was simple.

    'If purchased with a discount from reputation accumulation, it no longer registers in the auction house.'

    Mana trades occur through auctions, while the actual items exchange hands when meeting directly. Players found a workaround to use auction mechanics effectively.

    Potions are the most frequently traded item, bought by a player with high reputation at a 10% discount and resold with a 5% profit.

    Careful planning could allow for mana accumulation without engaging in dangerous battles or wars.

    In contrast, attribute Stone transactions were less frequent due to players' average mana levels still being relatively low.

    It wasn't until reaching 200,000 or 300,000 mana averages would Attribute Stone trade frequency spike.

    Players ahead in mana either used them personally or traded them within their parties.

    I, too, bought a high-rank Attribute Stone from Yang Taeho. Kim Yul sold me an intermediate-grade one.

    After upgrading his attribute mana to level 3 from a low-grade stone, then further raised to level 4 with a high-grade stone he used personally.

    I sent Kim Yul a thanks and commented on the post to join the auction, muttering to myself, "10,000..."

    To use 'Firestorm', 100,000 attribute mana was necessary. I had less than 20,000 currently.

    'Long way to go.'

    Heaving a sigh, I kept pace with Squad Leader Yang Jochul, all the while glued to the community and auction windows on my device.

    'Player-to-player mana trade...'

    This function was only possible through auction features.

    'Using this function cleverly allows strong players to be cultivated through mana pooling.'

    Of course, the feasibility was low.

    Yet, low feasibility was not the same as impossibility.

    That thought kept tugging at me, imagining that maybe, if circumstances permitted, another player could be persuaded to agree to such an exchange.

    'Despite knowing it's unrealistic, I can't let it go.'

    I hadn't conceptualized a surefire way to persuade another player, yet the idea stayed lodged in my mind.

    Given the chance, I might have lingered on that thought longer. But upon exiting the terminal, it became impossible when I was confronted with men in dark suits.

    Noticing them before me, Squad Leader Yang Jochul abruptly halted.

    I stopped beside him, and soon a man appearing in his mid-to-late 40s came forward, with a faint smell of gunpowder lingering around him.

    "You must be K."

    He possessed a solid build despite his age and carried a cautious look with a preparedness to react.

    Coupled with Yang Jochul's recent warnings, reaching a conclusion wasn't difficult.

    'He's military.'

    Damned System
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    The military had officially moved to secure my personal safety.

    Upon hearing that the National Intelligence Service (NIS) had made contact with me, they quickly rushed to the scene.

    I subtly checked the expression of Squad Leader Yang Jochul, who stood beside me.

    Judging by his growing look of surprise, he seemed unaware of these developments.

    'That's a relief, I guess...'

    If he had voluntarily sold out my whereabouts, the trust built between us would have been shattered.

    During the brief moment I was assessing Squad Leader Yang Jochul's expression, a middle-aged man approached us and introduced himself.

    "I am Colonel Kim Jonghwa."

    He didn't state his affiliation, nor did he show a business card or any ID.

    However, there was no need to doubt his identity.

    Judging by his acquaintanceship with Squad Leader Yang Jochul, he was likely credible.

    Several indicators from Colonel Kim Jonghwa's attitude affirmed my suspicions.

    'It's clear he isn't friendly towards me...'

    From the way he came out with a group of soldiers to meet me, it was evident.

    He knew there was no physical capability to overpower a player, yet he still approached with a dozen or so personnel.

    'He intends to intimidate me with official authority?'

    I had already inferred Colonel Kim Jonghwa's intention.

    Instead of reacting to this notion, I simply stared at Colonel Kim Jonghwa.

    In response, he straightened his shoulders and spoke.

    "It may be sudden, but you need to accompany me as a witness related to the ongoing anomalies."

    "..."

    "This is a decision by the Temporary Measures Headquarters for Anomalies founded under a presidential decree. If you comply, there won't be any trouble."

    He likely hoped to impose his authority by flaunting his robust build and affiliation, yet this wouldn't intimidate me.

    While it might daunt a regular person, it would have zero effect on someone like me who had undergone first, second, and third awakenings. His attempt seemed almost pitiful.

    Thus, I did not hold back a scoff.

    My blatant smirk caused Colonel Kim Jonghwa's eyes to twitch slightly.

    He frowned sharply and was about to speak when I cut him off with a snort.

    "Looks like you're uninformed."

    "About the situation you're in—"

    "But don't worry, I'll let you know."

    I interrupted his words, crossing my arms nonchalantly.

    "If you take out your gun, things will escalate. No other meaning, just so you're aware."

    Immediately, mana that lay dormant within my core began to surge through my body.

    With the impact of the fire attribute mana, the surrounding air quickly warmed.

    Although it wasn't externalized, within me, immense flames were swirling.

    "Isn't it hot here?"

    "Did they crank up the heater too much?"

    People exiting the terminal began muttering similarly and some began to take off their coats.

    With this explicit and intense change, Colonel Kim Jonghwa's expression stiffened.

    Meanwhile, I lightly laughed and advanced forward, shortening the distance between the Colonel and me.

    As I reached out my hand, the Colonel flinched and took a slight step back.

    His face flushed red, likely embarrassed that he instinctively stepped back.

    I paid no heed to his reaction and continued to extend my hand.

    Seeing the Colonel not retreat further, I gently placed my hand on his shoulder.

    Smoke began to rise from his clothes, and the smell of something burning began to waft up.

    If this situation dragged on, the Colonel wouldn't escape being burned.

    "Grrrk!"

    Unable to withstand the heat, the Colonel attempted to pull back his body.

    But I didn't release him readily and increased my grip.

    I lowered myself slightly, matching my eyes to his, and hearing the dry swallow, I whispered into his ear.

    "Don't antagonize me needlessly, and don't dig into my past."

    You wouldn't want to see Incheon airport go up in flames like Mexico's plaza, now would you?

    Faced with this small but undeniable warning, Colonel Kim Jonghwa grit his teeth.

    His glare at me was quite fierce, but he didn't retaliate verbally.

    He seemed cautious, possibly thinking I might truly set the place ablaze.

    Meanwhile, at that moment, a monitor near the terminal displayed the burnt streets of San Diego.

    The timing was impeccable.

    Colonel Kim Jonghwa, who reflexively looked at the monitor, began to tremble.

    'I have no real intention to start a fire, but...'

    If asked whether I could, my answer might be different.

    Knowing this well, Colonel Kim Jonghwa, who initially approached with vigor, had subdued himself.

    As the burning smell persisted, the surrounding people began to murmur, wondering if a fire had started somewhere.

    Finally, I released Colonel Kim Jonghwa's shoulder, retracting the attribute mana back into the core.

    Though his clothes had suffered a faint singe, fortunately, it hadn't escalated to burns.

    All along, I had planned to let go before he got seriously hurt.

    'Threatening is one thing, injuring is another.'

    Just as they used public power to threaten me, I aimed to use my player force as a counter-threat.

    To maintain a balance I envision, such tension is necessary.

    The state might suppress players with their power, and players would use their strength to check the government.

    Despite all this, I had no intention nor should I wield my transcendent power as if it were a mere tool of authority or dominance.

    Doing so would crumble all notions of the harmony I aspire to build.

    'What would remain above the rubble?'

    I slowly straightened up, making direct eye contact with Colonel Kim Jonghwa.

    "Let's meet under better circumstances next time."

    I skipped the handshake since there was no such goodwill between us yet.

    Before I moved on, I looked back at Squad Leader Yang Jochul and gave a brief farewell.

    "Thank you so much for today. Regrettably, I must leave first."

    "... Yes, be safe."

    After that, I brushed past Colonel Kim Jonghwa.

    None of the soldiers clad in black suits standing behind him dared to restrain me.

    I managed to blend into the crowd easily and escaped their watchful eyes through the use of Invisibility.

    No sign of drones with thermal cameras or any other methods of pursuit was evident.

    Yet, I ensured to double and triple-check.

    Because of this obsessive carefulness, I reached the Seo family's house past 10 PM.

    "Lately, loads of people seem to be watching that."

    "Well, affairs being a stimulating aspect is a given."

    "The hospital turns into a daily gossip corner about that drama. Mostly bashing the male actor."

    Listening to the conversation subtly audible beyond the front door, I swallowed hard.

    The familiar voices stirred something within me, making my heart slightly flutter.

    Hence, my hand moved warily pressing the door lock.

    Of course, caution had no effect on the electronic beep's volume.

    Eventually, slipping through with a soft beep, I removed my shoes at the entrance.

    "Seems like it's Hyung-oppa who came back."

    It appeared Jaehyuk wasn't home yet.

    I awkwardly paced forward towards the living room.

    "Oppa, you're a bit late today..."

    Then, I unintentionally locked eyes with Yeonwoo, who approached from the hallway leading to the living room.

    Perhaps due to sheer shock, Yeonwoo stood frozen in place.

    I kept my breathing composed and approached Yeonwoo.

    Ruffling her hair as I had in the past, I spoke.

    "How have you been? Have you been listening to uncle just fine!"

    No sooner had Yeonwoo and I collided did Jinwoo rush in with a loud clatter.

    It didn't take long for the twins to claim their place in my arms.

    Unexpectedly, seeing Jonghun's complex expression made me embrace them tightly as well.

    "You're here."

    "... I've returned."

    "Instead of standing there, come in. Did you have dinner?"

    "Not yet."

    "I'LL!"

    Jinwoo, who clung to me like a cicada, shouted enthusiastically and sprinted to the kitchen.

    "I'll make it for you!"

    "Me too, me too!"

    Yeonwoo followed along eagerly behind him.

    With the twins running ahead, Jonghun warmly embraced me, leaving me with a sense of return.

    The genuine feeling of being back with my family washed over me.

    "You must have had a tough time."

    I was grateful and slightly guilty for their warm welcome and their decision not to pry into what happened while I'd been away.

    That night, I basked in peace like long-awaited solace.

    Conversations with my siblings, sharing a beer with Jonghun, and even receiving a late-night whack on the head from Jaehyuk.

    Returning to where I could truly be myself made everything feel serene.

    Perhaps that's why I inadvertently slept late the following day.

    'I guess I finally relaxed.'

    Maybe because, for the first time in half a year, I had slept for over 10 hours.

    It took me a surprisingly long time to wake up.

    As soon as I finally pulled myself out of bed and walked into the living room, it was devoid of anyone.

    All had gone to the library, school, or hospital.

    Left alone, I scratched my back listlessly.

    'It's just me, the unemployed, at home.'

    While the inventory I expanded during my trip to Busan was filled with money and gold bars, I had no set occupation.

    This meant while everyone remained busy, I had leisure moments to gaze out the window at the sky above.

    Watching the cars and people passing below wasn't as bad a pastime as one might think.

    Witnessing the world move unchanged as though nothing happened stirred a sudden desire to capture this scene in a painting.

    That way, even as time passed, I could revisit the moment.

    Such sentimentality was brief, though.

    'Time to eat.'

    Heading toward the kitchen, I rummaged through the fridge.

    I carelessly dumped leftover side dishes into a stainless steel bowl and prepared chilled rice.

    'The completion of a proper bibimbap is a fried egg.'

    Just as I grabbed a pan to fry an egg and placed it on the induction stove, an unprompted message window updated.

    "The selection for the 3rd Player will proceed. (500,000/500,000)"

    I froze in place.

    Over several months, when the number had dwindled down to 60,000 players, it suddenly swelled.

    The new number, a hefty 500,000 players.

    Gazing with a cold stare at the message, I hurriedly retreated to my room.

    Fetching the phone beside the bed, I dialed for the twins' school first.

    Followed by Jaehyuk and Jonghun.

    Thankfully, all four were untouched by the game.

    "Phew."

    After confirming their safety, my expression darkened.

    "Though the number increase isn't massive compared to before."

    First was one hundred, then ten thousand, followed by one hundred thousand, and now five hundred thousand.

    "The probability continues to rise."

    At this pace, it might reach a million next time.

    There's no guarantee my family won't be part of them.

    Initially, I was too consumed with surviving my predicament to consider it.

    Back then, I used every ounce of effort to ensure I wouldn't die.

    When I eventually found a breather, I had Karlos's authority within my grasp.

    Originally, it was meant for the twins or the Seo brothers, should they get entangled in the game.

    I believed that calling upon Karlos's authority would ensure their exclusion, a beacon to repel misfortune.

    After all, having my family become embroiled in this war would be a catastrophe of unparalleled scale for me.

    But I used that very authority of Karlos recently.

    "Haah."

    Releasing a deep sigh, I rubbed my face vigorously.

    Damned System.
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    I had narrowly escaped misfortune this time, but there was no guarantee that I could avoid it again in the fourth selection.

    "I should diligently run through the main scenario."

    The only option was to spin the roulette and gather the authority of Karlos.

    "It's not an unlimited power, so it won't be omnipotent."

    Having used it recently, I had seen potential. If I possessed Karlos's authority, perhaps I could keep my family from getting entangled in this game and this war.

    "If there's no other way, I should grasp that possibility."

    To prepare for not only the twins' share but also for So's father and son's, I had to diligently engage in the main scenario.

    "I'll be busy when I get back."

    But for now, my plan was to fill my stomach first.

    I returned to the kitchen and turned on the induction stove. As I was heating the pan and adding oil to crack an egg, a delicious sizzling sound erupted.

    "Tssss," it sounded.

    The moment I heard that sound,

    "The Capitalism Trait is activating."

    "The system shifts to support type. Supported player: Kang Hyunwoo."

    The Capitalism Trait, which had deactivated right after hunting the Japanese player, had reactivated. My eyebrows shot up in surprise.

    "What is this damned thing up to again?"

    Staring at the message window with suspicion, it didn't disappoint.

    《System Message》

    Please return to Bihar to proceed with the mission.

    I closed the message window hastily.

    It hadn't been long since I finished the last bounty mission, so I was free from the mandatory mission requirement within the ten-day limit for players.

    Moreover, the newly agreed return time with the party members left ample time.

    So, I consistently ignored the system's urgings.

    'And honestly, this thing shouldn't be rushing me.'

    If conscience exists, the system shouldn't rush someone who stayed up several nights spinning through nearly ten countries because of a ten-day countdown.

    The mission bestowed upon me by the system this time was excessive.

    The schedule would have violated any labor law had it been applicable.

    《System Message》

    Please return to Bihar to proceed with the mission.

    Thus, despite my disregard, the system, with no conscience, repeatedly popped up the message. As I ignored the system's new windows, I continued frying the eggs.

    But just as I stirred the cold rice and side dishes to take a bite—

    "Ding, ding, ding, ding, ding!"

    Suddenly, the notification sound I had turned off reverberated and windows popped up in a row. Unable to hold back, I burst out with a mouth full of rice.

    "Let me eat, damn it!"

    Only then did the notifications and system windows cease.

    "What a damned thing, even dogs aren't disturbed during a meal."

    I closed all the dozens of existing windows aggressively and continued shoveling the food into my mouth. Once the bowl was emptied—

    《System Message》

    I have provided a recommended mission. Player Kang Hyunwoo, please keep your promise.

    It was content that pricked my conscience a little.

    I had indeed been eagerly picking up the recommended missions from the system.

    Some were offered through the Order, while others were pieces of information I had monopolized. Thanks to this, my wealth in Bihar was quickly growing.

    All thanks to the implicit deal with the system.

    'It's safe to say the system paid me the fee for utilizing me.'

    And if a contract for this transaction had to be drawn up, sincerity would certainly be included as a clause.

    Though I momentarily wondered why I should adhere to ethics not upheld by the system—

    I knew deciding with a mindset of "I'll do it because they do it" was foolish.

    And in truth, even without the system's insistence, I was planning to go to Bihar tonight.

    'I have a lot to do.'

    Before embarking on the new main scenario, I had to check personal data, to see if the bounty hunting mission only occurred on Earth.

    If so, it would be more comfortable to sort it out before the main scenario.

    'I have to attend the attribute stone auction.'

    Though it was displeasing to have to leave my family as soon as I had returned, only to head to the battlefield after just one day—

    The fact remained that I must go.

    'I should have dinner with the kids first.'

    After emptying the bowl into the sink and turning on the water, I continued in a slightly lowered voice than usual.

    'Since I'm planning to head out after that, don't annoy me by rushing.'

    I needed time until dinner, to handle the gold bars in the inventory. With this clear, the Capitalism Trait deactivated.

    A silent acquiescence.

    * * *

    The suggestion of dining out brought the whole family together, and I announced that I had to leave immediately.

    Jonghun nodded stoically, but Jaehyuk chuckled incredulously, gesturing it off with a wave.

    And the twins...

    'It doesn't feel right.'

    Almost at the same time as I said I had to leave, they looked at each other and exchanged looks, clearly up to something behind my back.

    Before they wrecked the kitchen trying to make my birthday cake the other day, they had exchanged the very same looks.

    'If my words would stop them, they wouldn't have started at all.'

    I couldn't claim to know everything about the twins, but—

    I knew them well enough, having raised them like my own.

    'I have no choice but to watch.'

    Given the situation, I couldn't meddle from afar or instruct them, so eventually stepping out of the restaurant, I left some words of earnest request at Jonghun's lab.

    'I know you're busy, but please keep an eye on them once more.'

    'Of course, don't worry about it here, just look after yourself—'

    Jonghun, who hesitated, swallowed back his emotions and continued with a detached tone.

    "I noticed you've got more scars than before. I know your body has changed, but don't overexert yourself, and don't worry about what's left behind. Focus on coming back alive."

    "Sure, of course—"

    "Don't take it lightly."

    Suddenly grasping my shoulder strongly, Jonghun's voice trembled.

    "Do whatever it takes to come back. Your siblings need you more than me, understand?"

    Even if it meant throwing someone else into the jaws of death, he told me to return—and I nodded with gratitude, rendering a gentle smile.

    It was a resolution I made from the start, ever since I got caught up in this game.

    After exchanging unspoken understandings with Jonghun for a moment, I crossed over the gate enveloped by a pure white light, just like that day half a year ago.

    「Welcome to Bihar!」

    「A Bounty Hunter has entered.」

    「The list of HIDDEN MISSIONs is being added.」

    But this time, there was an unexpected message.

    'The list of hidden missions is being added...'

    The sudden message was surprising, but I wasn't deeply startled. I had somewhat expected it, so instead of a disturbed mind, I clicked on the bounty icon calmly.

    Reports of four bounty hunters' activities filled what was once an empty mission list, with a new tab added above.

    "Earth and Bihar."

    It seemed to be providing information divided between the two regions.

    Unlike the report on Earth, which displayed country names, the bounty missions in Bihar named localities like Viceta, Habon, Loborre, and the newly established stronghold, Callum Castle, from a few days ago.

    "I didn't know for sure."

    I had assumed there would be a Bihar version of bounty missions. It wouldn't make sense if there were trouble-making players only on Earth.

    Although the timing, means, and conditions for indicating targets were unknown, I came across as quickly as possible.

    "They opened an entirely new tab."

    Sighing deeply at the significantly greater list than on Earth, I noticed a slight difference in mission content.

    'For killing fellow players...'

    It wasn't absent of traitors, but more frequently the phrase seen in the previous Han Changshik mission reappeared.

    While I was wrapped in these peculiar feelings, a message popped up in the hunters' group chat.

    - Sniper: Whoa! What's going on? We've got to hunt here in Bihar as well? There's quite a number of them!

    - K: It's odd to find occurrences only on Earth, right?

    - Eisa: Do we have to go kill these guys, too?!

    While answering Sniper, I continued to review the mission information and also considered the stronghold locations of other hunters.

    'Sniper and Eisa are in Loborre, and Ethan is in Viceta.'

    Though unintentional, it was efficiently divided.

    'I should find someone based in Habon.'

    That would make it easier for me to focus on the main scenario.

    'For this time, I'll handle it.'

    The timer in Bihar was ten days, just like on Earth, enough time to address everything.

    'The new main scenario commences the day after tomorrow.'

    There were seven missions in Habon, with nearly twenty targets.

    Possibly because Player PK culprits operated in party units.

    'Unlike Earth, the distance between targets wasn't far.'

    If routes were planned well, it seemed possible to complete them in a day.

    'I'll finish quickly and join the attribute stone auction tomorrow afternoon.'

    Having swiftly organized new plans and schedules, I left a message in the chat.

    - K: Let's handle the strongholds as we see fit. Request support if you think it's overwhelming.

    - Sniper: Sure thing.

    Later, heading relentlessly towards where the targets were, I spent another night executing them all.

    The security in Bihar didn't intervene in Player-on-Player conflicts. I attempted surprise attacks to minimize damage to civilian areas; most died without much resistance.

    Some were in corrupted areas near Habon, preparing for PK.

    Thanks to them being distracted by other players, it was easier to deal with them.

    Thus ended another busy day, and by the time a new dawn broke, I was on my way to the base I had left almost two weeks ago, but had to stop in my tracks.

    The light was on in a reasonably sized two-story stone building.

    Though unexpected, upon reconsideration, I felt I knew who it was.

    So with the key in hand, I unlocked the door and entered.

    The first sight was the living room, spacious enough for about six people to use.

    On the left were two rooms, which could suffice as bedrooms, and on the right, a kitchen with a fireplace and other facilities.

    Further inside, there was a staircase leading to a basement storage.

    "Hm?"

    The sound came from the kitchen.

    "Oh? You arrived early."

    Emerging from the hallway, bread in his mouth, was Kim Yul.

    "It just happened that way."

    His attire was casual, looking like it was right out of bed, wrinkled and comfortable.

    That meant he'd likely been staying here for more than a day.

    "When did you come?"

    Confirming, Kim Yul scratched his cheek and answered.

    "Um... Honestly, I've been here since last week."

    "What?"

    "No one particularly to see back on Earth."

    Without a proper family, returning to the National Intelligence Service made me uncomfortable since they would surely ask about me.

    Though I vaguely understood Kim Yul's family situation, it was a bit unsettling for him to bring it up so suddenly.

    But Kim Yul smiled nonchalantly and said,

    "I wasn't trying to get you to worry, just laying the groundwork to explain if you eventually found out I was here."

    With that, he ended the conversation and turned back toward the kitchen.

    "I only have bread and stew since I've been eating by myself. Want some?"

    "Not interested. Planning to rest for a while."

    I had just spent another sleepless night, so I needed to manage my condition for tomorrow's advance.

    "Okay, then. I'll leave some for later."

    "You?"

    "Heading out for a hunt."

    "It's the day before the expedition, don't overdo it."

    "Aren't you worried about everything."

    Kim Yul waved dismissively and disappeared into the kitchen. Without interfering further, I ascended the stairs.

    As we had assigned rooms and unpacked basic belongings upon purchasing the building, I headed to my room at the end of the corridor.

    Inside, the basic attire and equipment needed for weapon maintenance were neatly organized.

    Unloading my worn weapon and armor next to them, I quickly finished unpacking.

    "Sigh."

    Now it was time to wash away the remnants of blood from my body.

    I discarded my clothes carelessly and headed to the small bathroom located in the corner of the second floor.

    The dried blood washed off quite easily.

    It was a few hours later, as I was in the midst of final preparations for tomorrow's main scenario, that an unexpected visitor arrived.
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    Chapter 154. Beneath the Surface (1)

    In the morning, I restored my condition through sleep.

    In the afternoon, I attended the attribute stone auction to secure items.

    In the evening, I dined with my party members.

    And while we were holding a meeting to prepare for tomorrow's departure ceremony, an unexpected visitor knocked at the door.

    "Here you go."

    It was Ahel. As soon as I opened the door, he thrust a basket into my arms.

    Then, as if it were his own home, he casually passed by me and entered inside.

    "Oh? Ahel hyung, you're here?"

    "It's been a while. How have you been?"

    The party members, already familiar with him, greeted him without hesitation.

    I watched Ahel's back of the head quietly before lowering my gaze.

    Inside the basket he handed me was the mysterious beast I had picked up previously.

    'Has it grown a bit?'

    I briefly gauged the size of the white beast curled up in the corner of the basket.

    "I've looked around here and there..."

    As he seated himself naturally on the sofa in the living room, Ahel spoke.

    "It seems that creature isn't from this world."

    I had asked him to investigate the creature, but the results didn't seem favorable.

    "It's not from this world... you're saying it came from another world?"

    "I think that's highly possible. Honestly, it's not impossible, is it?"

    After all, I, a human from Earth, am coming and going in Bihar.

    'It wouldn't be strange for a creature from another world to be in Bihar.'

    Based on the information currently available, Bihar was presumed to have been breached by holes from another world.

    This creature could be a lifeform that crossed over from some unknown world.

    In that case, it's understandable that neither I, as an Earthling, nor Ahel, as a Biharin, have any clue about its identity.

    It explains why the dot on the map appears in a different color.

    "For one thing, the fact that it uses mana as fuel to survive doesn't align with our world's ecosystem. There are no signs of mental contamination, either."

    Just like players absorbing corrupted mana, there are dark mages in Bihar who absorb mana.

    I heard most of them dabble in forbidden magic out of greed for more power.

    Of course, the outcome is far from glorious.

    'They lose their reason, get consumed by madness, commit massacres, and eventually become targets for extermination.'

    Absorbing mana from other lifeforms is a forbidden act in Bihar.

    Players grow through such forbidden actions, but they aren't completely free from mental contamination.

    'Unlike Biharin, players have ways to handle it.'

    However, this creature is free from the correlation of absorption and contamination.

    This is why Ahel considered the possibility that it could be a lifeform from an entirely different world.

    I mulled over this as I looked down at the back of the unknown beast's head.

    "By the way, it's been hungry since day before yesterday."

    At that moment, Ahel threw something towards me, saying something out of the blue.

    Supporting the basket with one hand, I caught what Ahel threw.

    'A mana accumulation tool.'

    So this is why he gave it to me.

    "It's so picky that it only eats your mana, K."

    Meaning he couldn't feed it any more mana since the stored amount was depleted.

    'It's my problem, so I should replenish it without any complaints.'

    Frowning slightly, I looked down at the beast and took out attribute mana.

    Some was put into the mana accumulation tool, and the remainder was sent towards the beast.

    The reaction was almost immediate.

    "Whimper, whine!"

    The beast, which had been curled up motionlessly in the corner of the basket, began to whimper.

    Desperately trying to crawl out of the basket, I had to reflexively catch it.

    As a result, the basket, which held it, tumbled to the floor.

    Suddenly holding both a mana-consuming object and a creature in my hands, I sighed internally.

    I kicked the basket aside with my foot and approached the sofa where Ahel was sitting.

    Taking a seat meant he had something to discuss.

    Sure enough, as soon as I sat down on the sofa, Ahel rummaged through his bag.

    'A letter envelope.'

    I placed the beast on my lap and accepted the envelope he handed over.

    There were two envelopes in total, each with a different sender.

    One was sent by Rashar, and the other was from an unexpectedly surprising sender.

    "Hezel Bolvita..."

    "There are still many people who think K is at the Bennett residence. Quite a few guests come by. I also needed to return that beast to you, so I brought it."

    "I see. Thank you."

    Even as I responded appropriately, questions arose.

    I couldn't think of a particular reason why Baron Bolvita would contact me separately.

    'I didn't have any particular relationship with him.'

    With a tilted head, I opened the envelope.

    After reading through formal greetings, I found what was quite an unexpected sincere note from Baron Bolvita.

    He said after seeing me protecting the children, his misunderstandings about outsiders have cleared up a lot.

    Apparently, as a result of that incident, the Baron developed a one-sided sense of internal kinship towards me.

    I read through the letter with a sense of awkwardness.

    In doing so, at the end of the letter, I found news that was bewildering enough to be incomprehensible.

    "He suddenly asked if I knew you well and wanted to arrange a meeting with you if so?"

    The message was that the apostle of the Karlos Order was seeking me out.

    "I've already told him that we aren't close enough to exchange private correspondences, but if the apostle happens to find you, be careful."

    The message ended with advice to be wary.

    The situation was incomprehensible.

    'Surely, the Baron is a devotee of Karlos.'

    I confirmed this beforehand during a pre-mission investigation for a supply escort mission.

    But for a Karlos devotee to advise caution against a Karlos Order apostle?

    'What is going on here?'

    After some brief confusion and pondering, I turned to Ahel, sitting across from me.

    "Do you know anything about the apostle of the Karlos Order?"

    "Which one? The first one, I don't really know, but the second one is a lunatic."

    The distinction between the first or second signifies the order in which they are chosen by the god.

    'If an earlier apostle dies, they shift up once.'

    The letter from Baron Bolvita didn't specify which apostle to be wary of.

    Yet, instinctively, I could tell.

    "I think it's the second one."

    What kind of person would be called a lunatic without hesitation due to their actions?

    As soon as the suspicion arose, Ahel provided the explanation.

    "There's one who promised to save believers lamenting their misfortune and completely erased the event of birth."

    That is, he returned believers to a state where they had not yet been born, seeing being born itself as misfortune.

    I recollected the moment when I used Karlos's authority.

    'The object considered misfortune by the user of the authority assumed the form of black smoke.'

    Then, if the apostle deemed the act of birth itself unfortunate, it wouldn't be impossible.

    It was a tale enough to make Ahel's comment that the apostle was a lunatic understandable.

    While these questions were being resolved, Ahel leaned back on the sofa and spoke.

    "Why don't you read the other one as well?"

    I wondered why he was urging me uncharacteristically, but upon opening Rashar's letter, the reason became clear.

    'Bring Ahel along from now on.'

    With the order website at their disposal, they could have sent a letter directly to avoid my denial.

    It wasn't a pleasant directive, so I didn't even bother reading the full letter and frowned.

    Then I looked at Ahel directly and asked bluntly.

    "Did you honestly say yes to this and come?"

    "Don't look at me like that."

    In response, Ahel tapped the collar around his neck.

    "You know I don't have a choice, right?"

    While saying this, my knowledge suggested otherwise.

    Rashar and Ahel were childhood friends who grew up together.

    Due to mage betrayals, Ahel wore a restraining device, which Rashar controlled.

    Rashar wouldn't unilaterally impose her will by ignoring Ahel's wishes unless there was a specific problem or provocation.

    'Having him around would be too exhausting for me.'

    I still couldn't guess Ahel's true intentions.

    This kind of incomplete data made me feel as if I couldn't control the situation.

    The place I headed to was a battlefield where lives were on the line.

    An uncontrollable variable existed within, not outside, and behind me at that?

    I had no intention of taking such risks.

    Just as I was about to urge Ahel to leave,

    "Did Rashar nuna send you?"

    Kim Yul, who had sneaked over to watch our conversation, interrupted.

    He peeked at the letter in my hand, quickly scanning its content.

    Yang Taeho, equally curious, subtly approached to skim the correspondence from behind the sofa.

    Ahel clicked his tongue in annoyance but replied.

    "Yeah, she sent me because she was worried sick about what if there's another attack by a general-rank like last time."

    "Does that mean we can travel with your magic from now on?"

    Hearing this, my resolve to send Ahel away wavered slightly.

    'Would sending him back upset her again?'

    After a week of a not-so-cold war, our relations had finally started to mend.

    If I refused her kindness again, would past issues replicate?

    In the end, I swallowed my words and alternated my gaze between the letter and Ahel, lost in thought.

    'Excluding my reservations... it does provide strength.'

    Despite my efforts, I was still an outsider.

    My understanding of magic was merely superficial.

    'Receiving one or two hours of lessons per day has its limitations.'

    Conversely, Ahel is a fully-fledged mage with thorough knowledge of elemental hierarchy and interrelations.

    Travelling with him, I would surely learn a lot.

    I would also be able to utilize space-related magic, previously restricted in usage frequency, more freely.

    The risk of not controlling every variable would bring benefits in return.

    Once I considered these points and deliberated, my decision was as good as made.

    Reading the end of the letter, which I had left unfinished, sealed my choice.

    「Since sometimes he can act unpredictably, I've arranged for you to transfer the control over the restraining magic tool as well. When you imbue your mana, the control will transfer immediately. Don't hesitate to use it if Ahel causes trouble. I wish you success and safety. Sincerely, Rashar.」

    Finally, I folded the letter and spoke.

    "Will you stay here?"

    Having had my way the previous time, I intended to honor Rashar's wishes now.

    If I view her as a friend on equal footing, a concession of this scale seemed appropriate.

    "I don't plan on relocating entirely. I need to convey K's news to Rashar."

    It was peculiar how Ahel, who normally referred to Rashar as Bennett, switched to a more casual address.

    The term oddly resonated in my ears, but I chose to ignore it.

    "Suit yourself."

    "Okay, I will."

    Ahel replied cheerfully, rapping his restrainer.

    'He wants me to imprint the mana quickly.'

    I laid down the beast, which had eaten its fill of attribute mana and fallen asleep, then rose.

    I laid my hand on the restrainer and infused it with my mana. Ahel's gaze slipped sideways.

    Following his gaze, I saw Kim Yul frowning.

    The moment our eyes met, he flashed a smile as if nothing had happened.

    However, I clearly saw his displeasure and discontent.

    But I didn't bother explaining or persuading.

    'I've already explained to that guy.'

    Recruiting party members lies solely within my authority, and no one can interfere.

    I formally announced Ahel's addition to the party.

    Then I informed Ahel about the party's internal rules and hunting methods, which he should be mindful of.

    Once everything settled and I was guiding Ahel through the base, it happened.

    「Weapon enhancement is complete.」

    As soon as I finished reading the message, I dashed upstairs.

    Upon entering a room, I hurried towards where Kerak's spear was propped and reached my hand out.

    'Now I can see what's been changed.'

    With a mix of excitement and curiosity, I grabbed the weapon only to freeze in place.

    - Are you my master?

    The spear spoke.

    Damned System
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    Chapter 155. Beneath the Surface (2)

    Five days northwest of Habon Fortress lies Villea Fortress, nestled along the Bilomena River, known for never drying even during severe droughts.

    In the past, countless merchant ships came and went, making it the trade hub of the south, where goods were concentrated.

    However, that reputation was a thing of the past; a mere glory long gone.

    After being taken over by monsters, it turned into a place where the remaining Demi-humans, unable to flee, were bred.

    The reality was harsh, and so reclaiming it was given up on, watched over for years.

    Finally, after long waiting, the moment arrived.

    "Fire."

    This was the command given by Greg Tembon, the Third Apostle of Temoria and the Supreme Commander of the Southern Army of the Order's forces.

    His quiet voice had barely ceased before a massive flag fluttered.

    Right after, the flame mages who stood in formation simultaneously cast fireballs.

    Huge fireballs soared across the sky.

    Boom-!

    As the fireballs reached the fortress walls, they exploded with intense blasts, spreading everywhere, creating a spectacle to be called magnificent.

    Watching the hundreds, thousands of monsters burning in the flames felt as though the resentment built over the years was washing away.

    Greg, wearing a satisfied smile, took in the sight of Villea Fortress, now a battlefield, and spoke.

    "The right side is urgent; inform them to match the pace so the formation doesn't fall apart."

    Upon Greg's order, the lieutenant and the communication officers waved the flags busily.

    As the flags fluttered ever more, the screams and roars from the battlefield grew even fiercer.

    Despite the strong offensive, the flow of monsters emerging from Villea Fortress seemed endless.

    If anything, they seemed to increase as time went by.

    Yet instead of retreating, Greg chose to press even harder.

    Would he retreat from the land he had waited for years to return to?

    Every time Greg's order reverberated through the battlefield, the cacophony of explosions, screams, and brutal slaughter piled up.

    By the time nearly half a day had passed, the corpses of dead monsters and Demi-humans had piled up so much it was hard not to step on them.

    In addition to that, news of undesirable developments was delivered.

    "A general-rank evolved species has appeared!"

    "The forces heading towards the walls are suffering damage faster than expected!"

    The voice of the aide, who had been reporting and relaying information to Greg, grew urgent.

    He hadn't expected the matter to be resolved in just one day.

    A slightly unfavorable turn didn't mean an immediate retreat was in mind.

    Greg calmly inquired.

    "Which side has leeway?"

    In that instant, a massive surge of mana condensed right in front of the fortress gate.

    In the rear of the battlefield, where a double barrier that disrupted teleportation magics was in place, a flurry of activity started.

    Mages deployed on the battlefield to protect from large-scale magic were preparing counterelemental magics.

    But, unfortunately, they were a beat too late.

    "The barrier is collapsing!"

    Barely before the shadow of the mage protecting the soldiers could speak, the protective barrier over the mages vanished.

    And that wasn't the end. A shadow fell over the spot where the mages were gathered.

    Given how it acted alone, it was surely a general-rank evolved species.

    'They're intervening more actively than expected.'

    Unlike the Callum Fortress retrieval in the central region, where general-rank entities emerged only after several days of attrition....

    'Do they mean not to lose Villea Fortress?'

    His speculations gathered weight, given what occurred next.

    "The traitors are here!"

    Even those who provoked bitter past memories appeared.

    The turncoats, who suddenly vanished several years ago, had returned to the battlefield.

    'Truly, it's begun again.'

    The old war, where death and curses were exchanged.

    In the brief moment Greg and the aides focused on the traitors, several magics rained down, and the battle among the mages ignited.

    Greg slightly grimaced at the realization that the mages' support was not something he welcomed.

    'We'll have to account for the damage from wide-range attacks as well.'

    As if anticipated, giant roots surged from the direction of the fortress gate.

    Then, as if living creatures, they rampaged around the battlefield.

    "Arghh!"

    The soldiers skewered by those roots seemed to echo towards Greg's hill.

    Greg, alternating his gaze between the proximity of the gate and the rear where mages were concentrated, ordered,

    "Rescuing the mages is the priority. Dispatch the knights quickly."

    It was necessary to throw additional knights, as soldiers without mana couldn't face general-rank entities.

    "Yes!"

    The flags fluttered vigorously.

    The mages had to be rescued as soon as possible.

    It was the best way to minimize battlefield damage before it grew.

    Moreover, opening the gates and breaking through the walls would be difficult without the mages' support.

    Greg kept an eye on the battle unfolding where the mages were gathered as he monitored the situation on the battlefield.

    Then, unexpectedly without any sign, blue flashes burst from the western side.

    Most eyes were drawn toward the western wall.

    However, by the time they focused, the spectacle had vanished.

    Just as he wondered if they had seen it wrong, another clear and bright spark decorated the wall.

    The report came scant minutes after that.

    "They've crossed the western wall. Currently, outsiders are attacking the interior gate!"

    The ongoing siege had stagnated for over half a day due to the fierce resistance of monsters.

    They had predicted it might take up to three or four days.

    "They've crossed the wall."

    It was exceedingly welcoming news.

    "Quickly, reposition the western forces. Once the gate is down, enter without waiting for orders..."

    Even before Greg finished speaking, great towers of flame rose one after another beyond the western gate.

    Massive rocks catapulted out from inside, shattering the gate.

    Only then did it become clear.

    Attribute mana users, who had drastically decreased after the mages' betrayal, had recently begun to increase again.

    'They must have infiltrated a large number of Outsiders from the west.'

    Until now, the Outsiders Greg had seen mostly seemed pitiful with their small mana reserves.

    Though they had an attribute, the mana was so limited that training them into proper mages seemed impossible.

    But he soon realized he had underestimated them.

    Outsiders could absorb mana and continually grow.

    Moreover, they systematically strengthened their bodies.

    Unlike traditional mages who were protected in the rear and fought from there, they had no difficulty navigating the battlefield alone.

    Outsiders simply had different conditions from the likes of Greg, whose limits were set from birth.

    In truth, there were quite a few of them that grew rapidly enough to catch Greg's eye.

    The best among them, of course, was the owner of that recurring blue flash.

    "K..."

    The Outsider, appearing in a drastically different form than when first seen.

    In that brief contemplation of K, the lieutenant's ecstatic voice reached him.

    "The western gate has collapsed!"

    Greg, who had been waiting for this moment, knew what to say.

    "Signal the main force to advance."

    They would pass through the gate opened by Outsiders.

    And they would not stop until black blood flowed like rivers through Villea Fortress.

    * * *

    I stood atop the corpse of a general-rank evolved species I had just slain and looked down below the fortress wall.

    As the tankers with earth attributes who infiltrated the fortress with our party took down the gate, the forces stationed in the center of the battlefield began to move.

    Once they crossed the western gate, it wouldn't take long to seize the fortress.

    While I contemplated briefly, Kim Yul emerged from below and stood on the wall beside me.

    "Is it over?"

    "As you can see."

    "That ended rather quickly this time."

    "The attributes matched well."

    It had the advanced rank of earth attribute, wood attribute magic. An attribute that wasn't very effective against fire made the fight easy.

    "That's good. But those troops, they're coming this way, right?"

    Kim Yul pointed at the troops moving systematically on the battlefield and asked.

    "They were waiting for the gate to open."

    "We've taken out all the general-rank entities on the west... and those sticking with the mages can't come here, right? It'll end this way."

    I didn't disagree with Kim Yul's assertion.

    With the wall breached, unless there were any special variables, the main scenario chapter 4, Villea Fortress Reclamation, would be cleared.

    The only thing needed now was time.

    Of course, clearing this mission didn't mean our schedule would end.

    "Once it's over, we need to head straight to Bontar Plains, so stay alert."

    "Okay, don't worry about it!"

    With a cheerful reply, Kim Yul leaped off the wall over ten meters high.

    For an ordinary person, it would've been likely to break something.

    'He's flying.'

    Kim Yul had purchased wind-type wide-area capabilities and a highly usable support magic, Wind Walk.

    His range of action tremendously expanded afterward, making battles where he assisted as a sub-dealer much easier for me and Yang Taeho.

    After watching Kim Yul join the skirmish below, I slightly shifted my gaze sideways.

    The main scenario mission window was floating there.

    MISSION

    「Main Scenario Act 1 Stage 4: Securing the Supply Route」

    The Order's army plans to advance to Villea Fortress, the trade hub connecting the south and the central region, for the full-scale war.

    Players are to support the reclamation of Villea Fortress and secure the supply route connecting to the central region.

    「Rewards」

    Participation Reward: Choose from the following.

    • 500 Mana, 25 Reputation

    • 250 Attribute Mana, 50 Reputation

    Rank Reward: The following rewards are awarded differently according to rank (1st to ?th).

    • Victory Ceremony Participation

    • Order Rewards (Medals, equipment, Prize Money, etc.)

    • Free Store Usage Voucher

    • Achievement (Granted differently based on contribution)

    • God's Blessing

    ※ Ranks are tallied based on contribution.

    The background for Act 1 Stage 4 was Villea Fortress, where I currently stood.

    The difficulty based on the mission categorization was 6-star, the same as with Callum Fortress previously reclaimed.

    And the Bontar Plains mentioned earlier was the setting for a sub-scenario revealed about two hours ago.

    MISSION

    「Sub-Scenario: Clash at Bontar Plains」

    The enemy forces have begun moving in response to the Order's aggressive advances. As a massive force assembles at Bontar Plains, tension mounts, and players are to support the impending battle there.

    「Rewards」

    Participation Reward: Choose from the following.

    • 200 Mana, 10 Reputation, 100~300 Contribution Points for Main Scenario

    • 100 Attribute Mana, 20 Reputation, 100~300 Contribution Points for Main Scenario

    Bontar Plains lay two days north of Villea Fortress.

    'It's classified as a corrupted area but lacks a large Messeo.'

    Nevertheless, a fearsome number of monsters were gathering.

    'At least two million.'

    Unlike low-grade corrupted areas naturally forming clusters, the enemy had artificially gathered a 'force'.

    There's no estimating how fierce the battle there will be.

    Yet, it's not a region we could afford to give up.

    The Bontar Plains is the region traversed by the Bilomena River next to Villea Fortress.

    To connect a new supply route between the central and southern regions, controlling the area is essential.

    'Even if we seize Villea Fortress, we can't launch supply ships without reclaiming the plains.'

    The enemy would know this, too.

    The way they threatened the plains right after the Order attacked Villea Fortress is telling enough.

    Villea Fortress and Bontar Plains, neither was an area we could afford to lose.

    Thus, if feasible, participating in both battles and amassing merit was advantageous.

    This was why I tightly scheduled our next steps without any rest.

    'Contributions for achievements will be ranked based on the level of participation for this one.'

    By the time the troops are assembled, even after finishing the battle at Villea Fortress, it won't be too late to head out.

    'First, let's wrap up things here.'

    Leaving behind the general-rank evolved species's corpse, I turned to raise my spear again.

    This was to eradicate the remaining monsters in the fortress.

    But barely a step forward later, I had to stop again.

    - I will not acknowledge you like this.

    It was because of Kerak, who kept contacting me unsolicited.

    Damned System.
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    Chapter 156. Beneath the Surface (3)

    Had I known that enhancing my weapon would add a voice function, I would have reconsidered the enhancement.

    But at the time of using the enhancement stone, I was unaware of that issue.

    - Even in this moment, there are vulnerable people suffering.

    As a result, I had to endure an incessantly nagging voice at random intervals.

    - If you've become my master, you should protect them instead of roaming the battlefields.

    Hearing voices during battle constantly disrupted my concentration.

    The conversation with Kerak was different from having a direct verbal exchange.

    It was similar to the experience I had during the meeting with the system and the 7 Great Gods.

    It felt like something was stirring inside me.

    To be precise, it felt like someone else's consciousness was intruding into my mind.

    It was a very unpleasant and awkward way of conversing, to say the least.

    "Sigh."

    Hence, every time Kerak spoke, my face automatically scrunched up.

    "Please, shut up."

    I tried covering my ears in frustration, but it was pointless.

    The voice of Kerak, having surpassed mere sentiment to gain consciousness, echoed directly in my head.

    This nuisance that chose to speak whenever it wanted felt like it would give me neurosis.

    Given this situation, I couldn't help but think.

    'Could it be that Finelpenia gave me the enhancement stone to mess with me?'

    Considering my distrust towards the 7 Great Gods, it seemed a plausible conjecture.

    However, even if that hypothesis held some truth, I couldn't discard Kerak's spear.

    「Spear Embodied with the Ideals of Kerak」

    • Category: Relic

    • Acquisition Difficulty: Unique

    • Rank: ★★★★★★★

    • Bound User: Player Kang Hyunwoo (K)

    • Description: The consciousness of Kerak, in harmony with Finelpenia's divinity, has regained its sense of self. Kerak, who died never closing his eyes due to guilt for not protecting the weak, will become a dependable ally when it meets a master who can fulfill its lingering desires.

    • Special Effect: If the legitimacy and necessity of actions are recognized by the ideals of Kerak, attribute mana increases by 1000% for 60 minutes.

    ※ Usable only by the bound player.

    Even considering the clear numeric benefits, it made no sense to part with this weapon.

    'A ten-minute boost has become a sixty-minute one.'

    Even at the risk of neurosis, it was something to hold onto.

    Having absorbed the attribute stone I purchased yesterday, I was very close to reaching 20,000 in attribute mana.

    A tenfold amplification would instantaneously elevate it near 200,000.

    'Considering the recovery speed after potion doping, I might be able to use it eight times... maybe nine times.'

    Using such a powerful wide-area attack capable of wiping out 5-star evolved species up to nine times—neurosis seemed a small price to pay.

    I acknowledged the necessity of the enhanced Kerak spear.

    Though that didn't mean I liked the vocal intrusion shaking up my head from time to time.

    So, in an act of venting my frustration, I threw Kerak spear against the fortress wall with a loud 'thud'.

    - Although I do not feel pain, that gesture was quite unpleasant.

    I beg to differ.

    "You annoy me every time you open your mouth."

    - A strange logic indeed. I've only spoken words.

    But the way it speaks is different from any ordinary person.

    - I am a weapon no less important than your life. Yet, to treat such a weapon in this manner shows a total lack of knightly manners.

    "Of course not; I'm not a knight."

    So, please just shut that loudmouth.

    Once again, I struck the fortress wall with my spear, retorting sharply.

    Though it wasn't enough to shut Kerak up, it wasn't productive to continue wasting time on the fortress wall.

    Thankfully, not far from where we stood, the tankers, including Yang Taeho, had finished gathering the monsters.

    Quick-footed dealers had already begun the hunt. I couldn't afford to lag behind in this competition.

    Shaking off Kerak's talk like brushing off dust, I kicked off the fortress wall.

    'Inferno.'

    The ground beneath me erupted in flames, signaling the resumption of battle.

    It took merely two days for the Orders' army that crossed the western gate to wipe out the monsters within Villea Fortress and completely occupy it.

    * * *

    Beginning from Act 1, chapter 4, numerous sub-scenarios unfolded sequentially.

    Not only the Bontar Plain but also the adjacent 5-star corrupted area needed to be cleared.

    Consequently, the battles in the scenarios began shifting from the south gradually toward the central region.

    Battles ensued almost daily; monsters and people died, soaking the earth with dark, red blood.

    One day it would be a siege, another day a direct confrontation, and on the next, a surprise operation was frequent.

    The order army, which had been in retreat for the past few years, embarked on a full-fledged offensive Phase.

    Throughout such clashes across battlefields, the absorbed mana exceeded 7 million.

    Relative to others, Kim Yul, who had a higher capacity, was nearing his third awakening.

    Although it seemed incredible based on objective numbers.

    From a personal standpoint, the numbers didn't seem that significant.

    '4th advancement criterion is 100 million mana.'

    The transition from the first to the second, and then to the third awakening period was far stricter.

    Honestly, it felt overwhelming even to think about it.

    'I felt the ten million mana threshold for a gold badge was somehow manageable.'

    Ten million mana wasn't a range that was impossibly out of reach.

    It felt like an amount that could somehow be gathered over a few years if savings were made.

    Neither overwhelming nor discouraging was the number, at least.

    However, the 100 million mana number felt entirely different.

    '...... How on earth will I gather 100 million?'

    This scale is beyond what mere fragments could ever assemble.

    If I maintained my current pace, when might a fourth awakening be on the horizon?

    Honestly, is it even possible to awaken a fourth time through this method?

    That was the dilemma I faced.

    As a sigh of frustration escaped my lips, I felt someone sidle up beside me.

    "What's the matter, huh? Something wrong?"

    A voice came from Yang Taeho, drenched head to toe in black blood like me.

    He was carrying Ahhel, who was exhausted after a forced march, showing signs of fatigue himself.

    Kim Yul, standing behind Yang Taeho, also wore a tired expression as he gazed at me.

    With almost a month spent traversing battlefields, they seemed extremely worn out.

    I looked at the two of them and shook my head.

    "No, nothing."

    "So no need to worry then, huh?"

    "Yes."

    Our party had cleared the sub-scenario of retaking the Sirmal Port and had just walked from there to the nearby Callum Fortress.

    'From Villea Castle in the south to the Sirmal Port in the center.'

    After over 20 sub-scenarios, the order army succeeded in connecting the southern and central transportation routes.

    As proof, about an hour ago, a message indicating the main scenario Act 1, chapter 4 had been cleared appeared.

    However, we had no intention of returning to Habon Fortress for the victory celebration afterwards.

    Our destination was not Habon but Viceta.

    "Are we heading over now?"

    "Well......."

    In response to Kim Yul's question, I didn't give an immediate, clear answer but instead opened the order's homepage.

    The first notification was from a senior priest assisting the high priest of the Order of Palao.

    It was intended to convey military schedules and main scenario information decided during the 7 Orders' meeting.

    According to the notification, they would make a declaration of advance in Viceta in four days.

    It meant that main scenario Act 1, chapter 5, aimed at reclaiming the new frontline base and connecting supply routes, would begin in two days.

    "Let's hunt a bit in Callum before then."

    There were many corrupted areas nearby as Callum Fortress had only been recovered recently.

    With Ahhel's inclusion, movement had become smoother, and I aimed to cover as many 4-star corrupted areas as possible before Act 1, chapter 5 began, but.

    "...... Right now?"

    Upon hearing Kim Yul's question, which was filled with tension, I hesitated to respond immediately.

    Seeing the exhausted faces of the party members and the limp back of Ahhel, I felt like doing something cruel.

    While I hesitated, Yang Taeho rubbed his weary face vigorously and spoke.

    "We have no complaints if you wanna go."

    "Same here. Didn't mean to imply anything by it."

    Kim Yul quickly added, as if not to be outdone.

    But having seen the fatigue all over their faces, I sighed, giving into the idea.

    "Let's rest today and start early tomorrow morning."

    How Kim Yul received my words was uncertain, but he blinked, turning his eyes, and spoke.

    "I wasn't complaining, really. I just wondered if we were going right away, but it's fine to go hunting immediately. I've recovered my mana......"

    However, instead of hearing him out entirely, I turned and began walking towards the city streets.

    Kim Yul and Yang Taeho followed soon after.

    Though they glanced at each other, not uttering any more reassurances that they were fine, it felt like they thought resting was indeed a relief.

    Dragging along like a lifeless puppet, ahhel showed no signs of movement during the process.

    'It indeed was quite intense.'

    Ahhel possessed a staggering amount of mana when compared to ordinary players.

    In mere figures, it would easily surpass tens of millions. Exclusively in attribute mana, at that.

    Yet physically, he was hardly different from a civilian.

    Since he had never trained his body using mana, it was a natural outcome.

    Thus, unable to bear the schedule structured around a player's stamina, he succumbed to exhaustion.

    'As much as I'd like to jump into 4-star missions right now.'

    Seeing the party members' fatigue and Ahhel having collapsed from exhaustion, it was wiser to take a moment's rest and then proceed.

    'Tsk.'

    I internally soothed my sense of regret.

    'We can always work harder tomorrow.'

    Having already decided to give in, I attempted to think positively.

    Thus, we found an inn to stay for the next two days.

    After laying Ahhel haphazardly on a bed, we washed off the black blood.

    During the ensuing meal, I decided to spin the roulette.

    The victory message appeared before the victory ceremony could even take place, so all rewards except for the order rewards were directly claimable.

    'Since an additional main scenario is already planned, the process must have been streamlined.'

    In fact, I heard that the scale of the victory celebration was expected to be reduced compared to what took place at Callum Fortress.

    There weren't really any complaints regarding that. To be truthful, it was rather favorable.

    If the trend of simplifying victory celebrations continued, I wouldn't need to waste time performing needless grandstanding.

    Even if such celebrations were not made simpler, it wouldn't pose a significant problem.

    I had no intention of squandering time by attending needless events like victory celebrations in the future.

    Having erased from my mind the victory celebration to be held in Habon, I spun the Authority Roulette.

    While that cheap effect dazzled brightly, I clenched my fists.

    'Let it be Karlos.'

    As a minimal safeguard to potentially exclude my younger sibling and the Seo brothers from the game.

    Before the fourth player's selection trial, I wanted to have at least one.

    Fixing my gaze on the roulette, I earnestly repeated to myself.

    "Please, Karlos."

    Amidst a blinding effect, a dazzling light erupted.

    「Karlos' Authority: One-time Use」

    Miraculously, the authority I sought appeared.

    But my expression was far from bright.

    'What was that just now?'

    Just before the roulette moved to the Karlos segment, it stopped at the Palao segment.

    Yet, a faint gold light flickered briefly, then moved again.

    Witnessing an unmistakably unnatural situation, I squinted my eyes.

    A vague discomfort I once encountered came rushing back.

    'The mana inflations from last time felt almost too apt.'

    When I absorbed misfortune through Karlos' Authority, I had advanced to gold rank.

    Ever since, there had been a subtle and persistent feeling of discomfort.

    And today, as I wished for Karlos' authority, there it stood, clearly.

    Would it be excessive self-awareness to think Karlos was making things convenient for me?

    'Why would the 7 Great Gods involve themselves?'

    Not all of them treat players merely as meat shields.

    But what reason would they have to offer favoritism to a specific player?

    I was pondering between skepticism and curiosity.

    While staring at the place where the roulette vanished in the air for a long time.

    As I finally rose after a lengthy contemplation, Kim Yul keenly responded.

    "Where are you going?"

    It wasn't just idle curiosity.

    Forcing food into his mouth hastily, it felt like he was intending to follow me at any moment upon hearing my words.

    Given that he likely thought the hunt was postponed because of him earlier, he seemed to continue harboring that in his heart.

    Gazing down at Kim Yul briefly, I responded in a calm tone.
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    "Temple, it's a personal matter, so don't follow me."

    I had a feeling that if I went to Karlos' temple, I might be able to gather some clues.

    Even if that wasn't the case, I thought it would be better to visit once than to leave a lingering unease.

    It seemed to be an unexpected answer, as Kim Yul blinked in surprise and asked again.

    "At this hour?"

    Yang Taeho, who had been patting his stuffed belly and finishing his beer, also showed a bit of interest.

    "So, we can take a break then?"

    "Yes."

    It wasn't an important enough matter to drag these people, who were screaming with their whole bodies that they wanted to rest.

    I began heading to the temple, leaving my party members behind.

    The temple located in Callum Castle was in a deplorable state with windows and outer walls shattered and broken everywhere.

    Construction workers came and went daily for repairs, making the atmosphere rather chaotic.

    The area that was being restored the slowest was...

    "Karlos."

    It was an outcome that surprised everyone.

    Most had assumed Palao's restoration would be the slowest.

    However, in reality, Palao was quickly reestablishing its prayer room and replacing its damaged images and statues with new ones.

    Even with a few believers, they were making minimal preparations.

    On the other hand, Karlos had shown no movement at all.

    "This is not just slow restoration, it's more like abandonment."

    The temple before me seemed like a ruin, with wrecked buildings and broken structures.

    "It feels eerie."

    The state of ruin made it appear almost ghostly.

    "The temple of Karlos was always the smallest."

    The Karlos Order's temple was generally more modest compared to others. It was common for them to lack any sculptures or statues representing their god, sometimes only consisting of a lone main building.

    There weren't many priests assigned to these temples either.

    In Callum Castle's case, there wasn't a single priest present.

    Because of that, no one came to visit Karlos' temple in Callum Castle.

    Standing before the deteriorating temple, I felt a strange sensation.

    'They truly are indifferent.'

    Of course, upon reflection, it wasn't strange.

    Looking back at the bits of the Order's history I'd picked up along the way, the Karlos Order never seemed interested in expanding its influence.

    Jordan, who had educated me on the tendencies, history, and power structures of each order, described Karlos as a bystander.

    - They don't particularly enjoy letting a divine force intervene in our lives.

    Even though he belonged to a religious group, Jordan's words were considerably softened.

    The fact that Karlos, who could be considered the master of the Order, was indifferent to expanding its influence was clear enough.

    In fact, the Karlos Order never showed any noticeable activity, and it had the fewest number of members.

    Yet, the number of its devotees was the largest.

    "If the Demi-humans earnestly desire any miracle, that would be the miracle bestowed by Karlos."

    Reflecting on what Jordan had told me, Karlos' ruined temple seemed even more bizarre.

    To think they would neglect a temple with so many followers.

    In a world where communication with gods was possible, it was unlikely that priests would have made such decisions on their own.

    Thus, the ruin I saw probably was the result of Karlos's neglect.

    At least clearly, Karlos was observing me and even attempted to facilitate my experiences.

    The unilateral kindness had its limits.

    "But if they're going to assist with things like the Roulette, I should at least tolerate a little voyeurism."

    Since I already had the Damned System on my back, adding one more observer wouldn't be a huge issue.

    "The second apostle targeting me also seems linked to Karlos' interest."

    Having part of the mystery solved, I left the prayer room with a lighter heart.

    And in the opposite corridor, I encountered a busy-looking Priest of Karlos hurrying toward me.

    The priest who had guided me to the prayer room paused upon noticing me, displaying a shocked expression.

    At first, I wondered what was causing his reaction, but soon realized.

    "Ah."

    It was likely due to the residue of Karlos' divinity clinging to me.

    As I brushed my altered eyes, now golden, the priest bowed and congratulated me.

    "Congratulations."

    I uneasily scratched the back of my neck.

    Though the priest probably assumed I received Karlos' blessing directly in the prayer room, that wasn't the case.

    "They might not believe me if I try to explain."

    Typically, players used only the powers of their affiliated gods.

    I was free from that rule, and word about that wasn't entirely unknown among the Order's members.

    "The power of Karlos is hard for even his own priests to obtain; gaining access could cause quite a stir..."

    The very thought made my head throb.

    However, resorting to silencing the priest was out of the question.

    In reality, there was little I could do to smooth over the situation.

    "It would be best if you pretend you didn't see anything."

    At most, I could only request the priest to keep quiet.

    "Very well."

    The response was affirmative for now.

    How much I could trust that verbal promise was uncertain, but for the time being, it was all I could do.

    "Thank you. I must be going now..."

    "May Karlos' kindness accompany you on your path."

    Suppressing a sigh, I bypassed the priest.

    I could only hope today's events wouldn't spread.

    Pulling a baseball cap from my inventory to cover my transformed eyes, I quickly left the temple.

    * * *

    The following day, my party and I headed to a level 4 corrupted area.

    The Ordained mission that once required over two hundred people to complete when we first tackled it...

    We cleared it with a team of just four.

    Though it took us a full day, it was accomplished.

    "In terms of mana absorption efficiency, it's better than lower levels."

    While the additional rewards from destroying the messeo were lacking, when considering the mana alone, the balance between time investment and efficiency wasn't bad.

    We returned to the inn in a rather content state.

    There, awaiting me, was a visitor.

    "K!"

    "Rivan, the priest?"

    It was Rivan, who had been ordained as a novice priest with the new year.

    "How have you been? I've been hearing about your achievements, K. I always support you..."

    Rivan, who had been quite energetic even at our first meeting, began pouring out a backlog of conversation upon seeing me.

    It took a while before he got to the point.

    "Oh, my! Look at me! I came to deliver a letter for you, K!"

    I accepted the small envelope Rivan handed me.

    The fact that someone sent me a message by letter instead of through a chat suggested that the sender was likely from Bihar.

    "Why did it go to the Habon temple?"

    Receiving a letter wasn't all that surprising.

    Just like the letter from Viscount Bolvita, as my achievements became known, I heard of many invitations sent to Bennett's estate.

    "I did live in that estate for over three months, after all."

    Most of the invitations were from Ferrell's aristocrats.

    I was too focused on mana absorption in corrupted areas to attend those.

    Rashar often turned them down on my behalf.

    But this letter had been sent to the Habon temple, not the Bennett estate.

    Curious about who the sender might be, I looked at the bottom of the envelope and found an unfamiliar name.

    "Ladriol..."

    It was the Biharin I had once released from restraints.

    Remembering the instructions I gave him, I quickly tore open the envelope.

    Its contents were troubling enough to make me frown.
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    "We have confirmed that they are conducting human trafficking. It is estimated that at least 50 outsiders are involved. However, the exact reason is unknown, but bodies keep appearing without internal organs or eyes."

    "Sigh..."

    Medicine in Bihar heavily relies on potions and herbs. This implies a lack of technology to perform organ transplant surgeries.

    Therefore, from Ladriol's perspective, he couldn't possibly understand the significance of a body without its organs.

    In contrast, just from reading the brief sentences, I immediately grasped what was happening.

    'Some players are engaging in human trafficking and organ smuggling targeting Biharin.'

    It truly made me feel like I was going mad. How long had it been since the drug-related issues surfaced, and now this?

    At this rate, my disdain for humanity might make me shudder.

    I clenched my teeth and swallowed down the bubbling wrath within me, closing my eyes tightly.

    After suppressing my emotions and sending Rivan away, I checked the hidden mission list in the Bounty Hunter icon.

    'Nothing.'

    The missions under the Bihar tab were only two, and the target numbers those missions showed were 1 and 3.

    There was no trace of the mission involving more than 50 players.

    Thanks to this, the conditions for the bounty mission, which had remained somewhat ambiguous, started to clarify.

    'First, conditions related to a player killing another.'

    If one kills another player, they appear on the bounty list. Fortunately, it seems there's no issue with killing someone who has already murdered a player.

    Considering that Kim Yul, who has a record of killing a PK criminal, hadn't gotten a bounty mission, it seemed so.

    The system deemed killing an innocent player to be problematic.

    'Next are conditions related to Holes and monsters.'

    Any situation arising from using them to cause trouble on Earth seems unacceptable.

    However, activities such as warning each country or conducting research seem to be overlooked.

    Considering that individuals like me and Maxim, who brought monsters and handed them over to the government, have been excluded, it seems likely.

    'Lastly, the range of life forms a player can kill.'

    Monsters, plants and animals, even civilians from Earth and Bihar, are all mentioned.

    The system doesn't care who or what you kill among them. How is this different from telling you to kill all life forms except players and absorb mana?

    At that moment, I realized what "kin" meant in the context of the bounty mission.

    'To the system, a player's kin is only the players themselves.'

    Faced with this unpleasant conclusion, I firmly clenched my fists.

    "Damn it..."

    I wanted nothing more than to grab the system by the collar and shout. Who did it think it was to decide my identity?

    The rebellion that surged from my chest to my throat was intense.

    Did it really think I would obediently follow the rules and definitions it set by shamelessly intervening in my life?

    If so, the system judged me wrong. I've never agreed with that nonsense, and I never will.

    However, no matter what I said, there was no chance that this damned system would change its definition of kin.

    Therefore, instead of wasting time on something ineffective, I decided to focus on more productive things.

    'First, dealing with the troublemakers.'

    A significant human trafficking operation involving over 50 people. It's troublesome, but it was somewhat anticipated.

    Although I didn't know the exact scope or type, I foresaw that problems would eventually arise.

    Of course, it wasn't just a hunch on my part. It all started from a suspicious tip I received in the past.

    'The codename of the informant was "Rabbit's Foot".'

    The first connection was made through his comment on a post that provided insights into the situation in various governments.

    In the early days, China's handling of players was often a topic of discussion in the community.

    As a result, there were quite a few occurrences where Chinese players ended up killing each other.

    It was essentially a conflict between those following government policies and those opposing them. The winners aligned with the government.

    'The association seemed to be having headaches because of it.'

    I opened the chat window with Rabbit's Foot.

    - Rabbit's Foot: These bastards are all crazy. They're not human.

    He died following those words. While player deaths are not uncommon, the situations leading up to his death were highly suspicious.

    'I think it's safe to say he was murdered.'

    Groups that act solely in the interest of the state rather than the players' rights.

    They're nuisances that need resolving before they escalate or interfere with the cooperation between Bihar and Earth.

    But even with the clear conclusion, my mind remained chaotic. The system hadn't flagged any mission relating to this issue.

    What happens if a bounty hunter like me kills another player without a mission?

    'Will it grant me a special exemption again?'

    Or turn me into another target for bounty missions?

    'That would be interesting.'

    An absurd situation could arise where those I recruited as bounty hunters end up targeting me.

    If such an event occurs, would I still choose to involve myself in this matter?

    "Haha..."

    Surprisingly, the answer to my self-imposed question came faster than expected.

    Perhaps, from the moment I received Ladriol's letter, my choice was already decided. Meeting Ladriol in Viceta only solidified that certainty.

    "Ugh!"

    Despite the prior warning that it wouldn't be a pleasant sight, Kim Yul succumbed to nausea, doubled over, dry-heaving.

    Meanwhile, Yang Taeho's face was utterly pale as he patted him on the back. Even Ladriol, who led us, turned his head away, covering his mouth with his hand.

    For someone whose reputation was built in the underworld, even this sight seemed too repulsive. Ignoring the others' overt reactions, I moved a few steps forward.

    'About 5 or 6 meters deep...'

    As I approached the rather deep pit and lowered myself, the inside became more visible.

    Piled like garbage were corpses. Bodies that once moved like me, now discarded chunks of meat, left naked.

    'Did they say that when the pit fills to some extent, they bring monsters?'

    The monsters would devour the evidence—the corpses. In other words, they were using monsters to destroy evidence.

    Most bodies had empty eye sockets and were dissected.

    'This is new.'

    I thought I'd seen it all as I traveled around battlefields recently. Shredded corpses left by monsters, expressions of despair on those dismembered alive.

    I've witnessed the fleeting nature of life countless times to the point of exhaustion.

    But the remains of a victim of greed left a different impression than those who died in combat. It was a sight devoid of basic respect or dignity for life.

    Staring at it felt like something else within me was crumbling. Yet, strangely enough, my mind felt clearer than ever.

    It was as if my thoughts were flowing seamlessly, proving I was maintaining my usual level of rationality despite what I witnessed.

    'To remain composed even after all this...'

    It was an eerie feeling as if my heart and mind were disconnected.

    "So, you mean..."

    I snapped back to attention at the voice coming from beside me, lost in my thoughts for a moment. It was Ahel, and he crouched beside me, observing the gruesome pit.

    Yet, though we saw the same thing, our feelings were different.

    "In your world, there exists a technique to remove organs and attach them to another, called organ transplantation? That's why they only took the organs?"

    Ahel's curiosity was pure; he was genuinely amazed by Earth's medical technology. This tragedy held no particular meaning for him.

    When considering it, Ahel was more similar to those lying dead than to me.

    Perhaps it was because he appeared so unfazed that all subsequent thoughts and decisions became effortless for me.

    'There's no reason to spare them.'

    Those fiends contributed nothing to the future I envisioned. With that fact firmly established, the system's lack of approval no longer mattered.

    Having made up my mind, I stood up, eyes sharp.

    'If I'm going to do this, I'll do it right.'

    * * *

    "Huff, huff, huff..."

    An utterly dark cave devoid of a single ray of light.

    Footsteps stumbled, and ragged breath echoed within.

    Standing at the source of those sounds was a miserable-looking boy.

    His name was Yolta, small in stature, even compared to a grown woman, making him feel petite.

    Today marked the second day since he was kidnapped by thugs from an alley for failing to repay debt borrowed for his parents' care.

    Initially, he occupied a place akin to a cellar, but was relocated abruptly to this cave by daybreak.

    Since then, every moment passed in anxiety and unrest.

    Yolta recalled his entrance into the cave.

    A cart brimming with corpses.

    All with gaping stomachs and empty eye sockets. Those vacant eyes lingered imprinted in Yolta's mind.

    "Sob, sob..."

    Yolta continued to move forward, even as he whimpered.

    He needed to escape as far as possible, as quickly as possible. Otherwise, he would end up like those bodies that fell from the cart, dead.

    The thought of dying with split bellies and empty eye sockets sent shudders through Yolta's body.

    'No, I don't want to die like that.'

    Every time his bare feet touched the hard stone, they bled. Yet, oblivious to the pain, propelled purely by the will to live, Yolta pressed on.

    Despite the darkness in the cave, he groped his way forward, driven by the single desire not to die.

    Perhaps, as a reward for that tenacity?

    In the distance, light began to appear at the end of the cave.

    Seeing this, Yolta's face lit up with joy.

    His feet, nearly stripped of skin, as well as his knees and hands, broke open whenever he fell, bleeding profusely, yet he pushed his trembling legs.

    Clinging to the slim chance of survival.

    Once he emerged back into the world bathed in light, Yolta faced a dense forest.

    The sky, painted by the glow of the setting sun, seemed to welcome his return. Tears streamed down at the miraculous sight.

    'I survived.'

    The instant such simple and unequivocal words filled his entire being.

    "Huh?"

    A presence was sensed from the bushes beside him.
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    Out of the bushes suddenly emerged Ju Wooryeong, a woman with her hair tied tightly back.

    Yolta looked at the symbol hovering above her head and despair filled his eyes.

    "What the heck, where did this one crawl out from?"

    "Ahhh!"

    Yolta screamed in a semblance of a wail and began sprinting into the forest.

    "Tsk, he's trying so hard."

    Ju Wooryeong clicked her tongue while pulling up her trousers, watching the scene unfold.

    In the meantime, Yolta gave his all to escape the area.

    However, his efforts became futile as Ju Wooryeong stamped on the ground once, rapidly closing the distance.

    With a swift swing of her hand, she struck Yolta's head.

    Thud, a sound like something breaking was heard, and Yolta collapsed, limp.

    Luckily, he wasn't dead; his chest faintly moved up and down.

    Confirming he was still alive, Ju Wooryeong spat on the ground, muttering.

    "Damn, what's this while I was trying to take a dump."

    She then grabbed Yolta by the ankle, retracing her steps back.

    Throughout, she cursed at the patrol guard who was basically the cause of all this.

    "How did something manage to escape without being noticed?"

    It's set up so that the bronze rank players take turns guarding the pen.

    'Considering it came this way, it must have exited from the very end pen.'

    The place Ju Wooryeong guarded was, to categorize, a back entrance, specifically a nook with the least traffic among her co-workers.

    It was silently agreed upon to use this site for bathroom needs.

    It wasn't acceptable to leave waste all over.

    Therefore, not many people came and went from where she sat.

    Moreover, the exit was quite far from where the prey was penned.

    Only one pen had a directly connected exit.

    Yet, how could the guard miss a prey's escape?

    Thinking she'd give the patrol guard a good smack on the head once back, Ju Wooryeong returned to the cave still holding onto Yolta's ankle,

    causing a dragging sound as the heavy body pulled along each of her steps.

    A trail of blood traced the cave floor, though Ju Wooryeong paid it no mind.

    Retracing Yolta's frantic path back through the cave was an effortless task for her.

    Eventually reaching her destination, Ju Wooryeong crinkled her nose and waved a hand in front of her face dismissively.

    "Phew, reeks of alcohol."

    The player assigned to watch the pen was passed out in a drunken stupor.

    After clicking her tongue again, her gaze shifted between Yolta and the wooden pen.

    Realizing one could fit in there when crammed, she sighed.

    "Really, that's how he got out?"

    With a shallow sigh, Ju Wooryeong snapped Yolta's leg.

    He might have slipped through a gap due to his small stature, but breaking his leg would keep him from escaping again.

    'Only the ones inside need to be intact.'

    Gently kicking him unconscious, she tossed Yolta back into the pen.

    "Eek!"

    The others curled up inside began trembling with terror.

    Ignoring them entirely, Ju Wooryeong approached the player slumped in front of the pen.

    With a powerful strike, she woke the sleeping player.

    "Ow! Who did that?!"

    Angrily shouting, he froze upon seeing Ju Wooryeong's face.

    "Who? You're calling me who?"

    "N-no, nuna, it's not...urgh!"

    Hadn't I been interrupted mid-bathroom run because this idiot fell asleep after drinking?

    Though it wasn't challenging work, the unpleasant feeling lingered.

    For this, she decided to indulge in some venting.

    Punches, kicks, humiliating insults, and a couple of face slaps to bruise the ego a bit.

    A lengthy session of venting later, she felt somewhat cheered up.

    "Keep watch properly, don't slack off."

    "Y-yes!"

    Only after knocking him a few more times on the back of the head did Ju Wooryeong turn away.

    She headed not towards the earlier path but deeper into the cave.

    The deeper she ventured, the wider and more raucous the cave became.

    "Please, spare us!"

    "Open this now!"

    "No, don't! Not my child! Give them back!"

    The cells lined up were even larger than the ones she saw earlier.

    The cries of those trapped inside echoed through the cave, bouncing off the stone walls.

    But that was all, nothing ever escaped these walls.

    The cave was simply too deep.

    Everything that occurred within was destined to remain buried.

    Ju Wooryeong strolled leisurely through the familiar cacophony.

    She stopped abruptly and looked back.

    "..."

    Familiar cries for salvation. Shadows of hands reaching out through the bars.

    Even the indifferent gazes of the Bronze rankers observing them.

    In her view was always the same scene.

    But why now?

    'Strange.'

    She seemed to sense an unusual presence.

    Ju Wooryeong, second-guessing the familiar scene, activated a detection magic.

    Nothing beyond the familiar sights and auras came to her.

    She might have dismissed her doubts right then, yet she pondered a little longer.

    'Detection magics barely work on Silver rank upwards.'

    Lately, more players were advancing to Silver rank like her.

    Receiving their core and controlling mana had also become more common.

    Thus, double-checking wouldn't hurt.

    "Even if it hurts, endure."

    "Yes?"

    The Bronze rankers guarding the cage were left puzzled by her remark, lacking further explanation.

    'Wind Whip.'

    With each flick of Ju Wooryeong's arm, the unseen whip scoured the cave interior.

    "Ouch!"

    The struck Bronze Players either cried out in pain or embarrassingly collapsed.

    "Hmmm...."

    Yet what filled Ju Wooryeong's face wasn't remorse but suspicion.

    'Was it my imagination?'

    She was sure someone had been following her with light steps.

    Shrugging to dismiss the odd feeling, she continued deeper into the cave.

    The location she reached was centrally located, marked by makeshift chairs and tables.

    Players casually referred to this place as the break room.

    Here, some who weren't on guard duty gathered playing cards.

    Before her little bathroom mission, Ju Wooryeong had spent time here.

    "Why so long? Were you constipated?"

    A fellow who had won a decent sum in her absence amiably asked as she returned.

    "The jerk drank himself silly, fell asleep; had to catch and throw a runaway back," she replied.

    Without hesitation, she joined him at the table.

    Like any other day, it was natural for her to receive cards and join the game.

    Days off from hunts usually involved this routine, hence it felt only right.

    Another round kicked off, bets piled up on the table.

    Coins clinked.

    Gemstones plopped.

    Even ornate jewels slid forth.

    The players gathered in the break room collectively indulged in gambling.

    As the stakes rose, exchanges grew harsher.

    "Screw it, Jang Ryun's at the entrance."

    As soon as someone whispered, players in the break room promptly rose to their feet.

    Almost synchronized, they streamed outside to line up before the cave.

    Standing to attention like statues, they waited several minutes.

    From the opposite direction, a man in his late twenties nonchalantly walked over.

    All the players in formation bowed deeply as one.

    "Welcome, hyungnim!"

    "Yeah."

    The man, his name Jang Ryun, approached while taking a drag on a cigarette.

    He was in charge of the ongoing lumber business near Viceta, as rumor had it.

    Ju Wooryeong stole a glance at the foot of Jang Ryun, her own head bent low.

    'I heard someone in high places uses him for entertainment, servants to higher-ups at the Confidant Party.'

    Bowing to a pimp—not even a pureblood at that—didn't sit too well with her.

    But she wasn't about to turn things upside down over this.

    Ju Wooryeong was more or less content with how things were.

    All those thugs that tormented her were now dead and gone.

    She was handling money big enough to make her old Earth-bound self weep.

    While there were gripes, they weren't so big as to make her give everything up.

    Never did it cross her mind to challenge the system.

    Neither did she fancy associating with Jang Ryun, likely a consort to upper echelons.

    But why was he stopping right in front of her now?

    'Damn.'

    What if he demanded her to his bed? Anxiety bubbled within.

    "A pest managed to sneak in."

    A heavy voice rang out above her.

    Then, with a rush of wind—

    "Eek!"

    An exaggerated scream came from right beneath Ju Wooryeong's shadow.

    Just as Jang Ryun stepped forward, an unexpected sound mingled with a moan.

    "Ugh!"

    Ju Wooryeong, not quite grasping the situation, could only awkwardly crane her head from her bowed position.

    '... Who?'

    Before her stood an unfamiliar face.

    Platinum-dyed hair with black roots drawing eyes, an appealing visage marred by agony.

    The rough hand of Jang Ryun gripped the stranger's neck.

    "Where are you from? Confess and a quick, painless death awaits."

    With a chilling tone, Jang Ryun inquired as the stranger's lips curled.

    Lightly tapping, almost chiding Jang Ryun's arm, as if demanding to be set free for answers.

    With what seemed like an eased grip, the visitor's voice emerged.

    "Cough, cough! Phew, must I reveal it? Knowing won't change a thing."

    Ju Wooryeong's face took on a foolish look unwittingly.

    But the intruder relentlessly spouted bold absurdities.

    "And attacking suddenly like that, isn't too nice, you know? Startled the hell outta me!"

    Such brazenness didn't go unappreciated by Jang Ryun either.

    He chuckled dryly, unable to mask his exasperation.

    "Kid's clueless about fear facing a tiger. What exactly are you?"

    "Can't you tell? I'm a scout!"

    Even having his neck clasped didn't stop this fuss from making noise.

    It could be a peculiar talent, or just audacious fearlessness.

    Jang Ryun, irked by the audacity, his expression darkened further.

    But unfazed, the intruder continued.

    "Hate to interrupt, but seems it's time for farewells. My leader's calling."

    "Who said you'd leave?"

    "Sorry, but they're quite...overprotective. Miss a call and I'd be in trouble, you see."

    "Ridiculous, you're not going anywhere."

    In spite of the grim warning, the intruder beamed cheerfully.

    "Meeting you's been a drag, and forget I'll wish you well! Try leading a good life next time!"

    "This brat!"

    "Goodbye then!"

    At the moment Jang Ryun raised his free hand, the intruder dissolved like smoke.
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    "What...?"

    It wasn't teleportation magic. There wasn't the characteristic shimmer of light.

    What else could vanish like that, aside from magic?

    "Could it be an artifact?"

    The drop rates might be atrociously low, but they're not zero.

    Jang Ryun also possessed a vaguely effective artifact.

    Assuming the opponent used an artifact could explain the intruder hiding in the shadows.

    "It wasn't Invisibility or Stealth."

    If that were the case, the opponent must have at least two artifacts.

    Looking at his now-empty hand, Jang Ryun clicked his tongue and glanced down.

    His eyes met Ju Wooryeong's, who was still bent over, wearing a dazed expression.

    "Capture her and lock her up until she's half-dead."

    "I-I have nothing to do with that guy.!"

    "Shut up."

    Jang Ryun irritably kicked Ju Wooryeong.

    "Ugh!"

    This was the bitch who brought the intruder. She might have been in collusion, so interrogating her separately was essential.

    After confirming Ju Wooryeong being dragged away, Jang Ryun mulled over the sudden appearance of the intruders.

    "Could it be that guy?"

    There had recently been incidents where cronies sent to bait outside the business have been attacked.

    Word was that the attacker was a somewhat famous player from the association.

    "Was it the UK?"

    If that side had discovered the business and came storming in fueled by a senseless sense of justice?

    "I heard he was connected to the government."

    If that were true, it might be better to contact those above than handling it himself.

    If it turned out that guy killed someone here, it could escalate to international disputes.

    "Tch."

    Clicking his tongue briefly, Jang Ryun barked out at the players, who were still in a daze, rolling their eyes.

    "What are you doing, not checking if any more intruders have come in!"

    Only then did the players, who were previously just watching each other's movements, start moving busily.

    "Check if the goods are all still there!"

    Jang Ryun exhorted, moving to lead the search process himself.

    However, he had to stop not far along the way.

    Step by step, he could hear footsteps boldly approaching with no intention of hiding their presence.

    There was no doubt it was another intruder.

    "This one's a Gold rank."

    The presence was extraordinary from the get-go.

    The corners of Jang Ryun's lips turned up, recognizing the prey boldly stepping into his haunt.

    "If I take him down, I might make a big leap forward."

    He was just contemplating the next awakening with the mana tributed from small fry.

    "Everybody move!"

    Pushing past the other players, Jang Ryun advanced.

    And it wasn't long before he found the one he sought.

    Blocking Jang Ryun's path was a typical white male.

    His momentary excitement died down a bit.

    "Is it really that British guy?"

    And he's already a Gold rank?

    If it truly was that Brit, perhaps it would be wise not to mess with him.

    "Should I just swallow him without reporting it to the higher-ups?"

    Jang Ryun eyed the white man's appearance from top to bottom.

    Seeing the red blood dripping from the spear clutched in his grip suggested he had already killed a few small fries.

    The smell of blood strangely heightened his appetite.

    Although he wanted to gulp down the guy's mana right then and there...

    As he'd just taken over the timber business, he was weary of causing unnecessary trouble.

    Stirring up conflict with the British could bring down reprimands from above.

    "Seems like I have a lot of visitors today."

    Thus, Jang Ryun prioritized uncovering the intruders' identity.

    If it was indeed a gentleman from the UK, he should handle it amicably.

    If necessary, he was even considering a deal to keep them quiet.

    Disregarding Jang Ryun's musings, the intruder replied calmly.

    "I didn't expect a welcome."

    "What's so hard about that? It would have been nice if you contacted us in advance... how about introducing yourself now?"

    Jang Ryun, slightly lowering his sword, flashed a smile.

    The intruder similarly chuckled lightly and replied.

    "Sure, it's nothing difficult."

    "Oh?"

    Jang Ryun focused on the words he eagerly anticipated.

    "Guardian of that brat you were just indebted to."

    Unfortunately, it was not the expected response.

    With a sense of unease hanging, the surroundings' mana suddenly stirred before he could probe further.

    The phenomenon was something Jang Ryun was quite familiar with.

    "And the one who will kill all of you here."

    No sooner did the intruder's words finish than a barrier formed all around.

    * * *

    Initially, I intended to move alone, excluding the party members.

    "Since hunting and murder feel different, I thought they'd want to back off."

    I kind of hoped for it too.

    I didn't think it was something to share with others.

    So, I told the party openly about what I'd been briefed.

    Since I'd be absent for this matter, I instructed them to continue hunting separately.

    However, my predictions were wildly off.

    "Of course, we're going with you!"

    They spoke in a tone as if it were the most natural thing.

    Kim Yul not only tagged along but actively volunteered.

    Claiming there was a suitable artifact for Yang Hyewon, he borrowed it and went inside for reconnaissance himself.

    'I was flabbergasted when he suddenly claimed he could hide in shadows.'

    Thanks to Kim Yul's report on the cave's interior, securing an escape route became easier.

    Plus, he identified someone responsible for this wretched affair.

    'I didn't expect to face a Gold rank this early.'

    This was info obtained through Kim Yul.

    Personally, I anticipated Kim Yul, who hunts with me, to become the second Gold rank.

    Due to the absolute absorption rate of mana varying greatly.

    The difference in being able to hunt general-ranks is significant.

    So, I expected my party members to become Gold ranked first, followed by others.

    'I guess not everything goes the way I think.'

    Had I been attacked by a Gold rank without prior knowledge, it might've been surprising.

    'Thanks to Kim Yul, that didn't happen.'

    Even without the help from the party members, it wouldn't have been impossible to evacuate the demi-humans and kill the players.

    Yet, it was genuinely comfortable, thanks to the party.

    I smiled quietly.

    "What's so funny?"

    A dissatisfied look colored the man in front of me.

    A man named Jang Ryun, an Asian who seemed in his late twenties, was similar in age to me.

    He was responsible for these atrocious criminal acts and my primary target.

    "Kill us? All of us? Geez, kids these days are ridiculously fearless."

    His amused chuckle was charmingly appealing.

    If we had met on the street without knowing anything, I might've mistaken him for a celebrity, given his clean-cut handsome features.

    Seeing such a person 「stinking」 in a place reeking of blood made for a strange sense of disparity.

    And that disparity started pulling old memories to the forefront.

    "In the news, maybe?"

    I recalled hearing on the news how organ trafficking, similar to the movies, was happening.

    Organ trafficking organizations usually traded an eye for 200 million, a heart for 800 million, and a liver for 400 million.

    'Were the prices for human trafficking 1.7 billion or 1.8 billion...?'

    I remember asking my mom whether such crimes really occurred.

    She quietly looked at me, providing no definite answer.

    Maybe it was because I was just a kid then, not even ten years old, so she chose her words carefully.

    'Who would've thought I'd face organ traffickers in another world?'

    While reminiscing on that scene from my memory, a chat message arrived.

    - Pudding: Yul arrived safely, so don't worry.

    - Kj: See, I told you it'd be fine!

    I could vividly imagine Kim Yul, beaming with pride and raising his head high.

    I shook my head, cautioning the other two.

    - K: Just in case, don't touch any players.

    If my hypothesis is correct, Yang Taeho and Kim Yul could have bounties placed on them.

    If they were unaware, that'd be one thing, but now that they knew, I couldn't just ignore it.

    I personally dealt with players guarding the prison or patrolling the cave area.

    Being cautious doesn't hurt, so I didn't forget to repeat the warning.

    - K: Especially Kim Yul, don't go out on a limb again like that. If a conflict arises, only incapacitate them.

    - Kj: Aaaahhhh

    - Kj: Alright, alright! How many times are you going to say that!

    - Pudding: I'll keep an eye on Yul, so don't get yourself hurt either. If that crazy bastard is a Gold rank, isn't it a little dangerous?

    - K: Don't worry. How's the evacuation progress?

    - Pudding: Geez, stop fretting already. We're running our feet off here, too, so focus on the fight.

    Since last night, Yang Taeho and Ahel had been collaboratively digging an escape route behind the cave.

    Having joined forces with Kim Yul, who got out via the shoes of Yoria, the evacuation is underway.

    Meanwhile, I kill the players gathered here.

    The plan is simple and faced no complications.

    "The map shows 53 players."

    Having killed four guards on the way here, numbering close to 60 in total.

    Strangely enough, I felt no burden or guilt.

    Before diving into a full-scale massacre, I flicked the spear clean.

    Moments later, players including Jang Ryun and some Chinese players too, gripped their weapons properly.

    "That brat earlier, and you, you both have lost your nerves. Or maybe something's wrong up here."

    Spinning his finger beside his head, Jang Ryun thrust his sword forward.

    As if preparing to charge any moment.

    But Jang Ryun maintained a vague tension without making the first move.

    I figured striking first would be better than waiting.

    "Aren't you going to say where you're from?"

    Jang Ryun opened his mouth.

    Same question as before. He seemed curious about my identity.

    Should I ignore it? Or play along a bit? I weighed my options for a moment.

    Either way, Ahel had placed a double barrier in the area where we were.

    'Though he grumbled about spending the reserved Mana Accumulation Tool.'

    I had a definite answer that it'd be okay for a couple of hours.

    No way players could break through a double barrier set by someone who had wielded spatial magic for years.

    "Damn it! We're blocked everywhere!"

    "Towards where we were?"

    "That's blocked by that guy!"

    "What about teleport stones?"

    "This is a double barrier!"

    Sure enough, the players were in disarray, unable to escape.

    Given the circumstances, it'd be better to extract information from Jang Ryun.

    I was also curious why he was stalling for time.

    "Once dead, does it matter?"

    When I opened my mouth, Jang Ryun's mouth twitched.

    "This cocky bastard, huh? Just keeps climbing because I'm sparing you?"

    "If you don't like cocky bastards climbing all over you, why let them?"

    He seemed eager to kill me, yet took no action.

    "Waiting for backup?"

    If so, there was no harm in giving Jang Ryun more time.

    "There's nothing Ladriol's light could find, though."

    There were hundreds locked up, as I discovered on my way here.

    Could such a massive ring of human trafficking operate amongst players without causing friction?

    "I don't quite like this."

    There may be helpers from the Bihari side.

    Although uncertain, there's no harm in suspecting.

    If my hunch was correct and reinforcements arrived.

    'I could capture them as flagrant offenders.'

    As I gleamed at the symbols hovering over Jang Ryun and most players heads.

    Yet, continually observing Jang Ryun's behavior filled me with doubt about that theory.

    "He seems to be hesitating more than waiting."

    The wait didn't last long.

    "Are you from the UK by chance?"

    Jang Ryun finally confessed the reason for his hesitation.
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    'Oh, so that's what's going on.'

    With the word "British!", Kang Hyunwoo finally understood Jang Ryun's actions.

    'Recently, Ethan has been on a bounty hunt in Viceta.'

    The people who were dead were all famous PK players. Because of this, the community had a positive response, expressing satisfaction rather than negativity.

    'He thinks I'm Ethan.'

    So he must have hesitated, worried about causing trouble with the British government if he interfered with me. It's well-known that Ethan is affiliated with British intelligence.

    "Right, it makes sense. You're that guy, aren't you? The one who's been messing with our guys recently."

    Unlike how I arrived at the correct conclusion, Jang Ryun's misunderstanding only deepened.

    "Geez, this just got annoying..."

    He scratched his head, looking at me up and down.

    "Can't kill you, but can't let you go, either."

    Then, with an exasperated sigh, he abruptly scolded me in a tone as if I was at fault.

    "Why do you have to get involved in unnecessary matters and make things troublesome?"

    He spoke as if I was doing something wrong.

    Scenes through which I passed on my way here flashed before my eyes: the pit where corpses were piled, people trembling in fear inside the prison.

    By my standards, after seeing that, there was no choice but to be here. But that might not be the case for Jang Ryun.

    So, in his eyes, how would that scene have appeared?

    "I have something to ask."

    Unable to suppress an inquiry that rose up, I spoke because I was genuinely curious.

    "Doesn't it bother you?"

    "What are you talking about?"

    "The people locked up there, and those who were killed by you guys."

    Really, you feel nothing looking at their bodies and blood?

    When I added pure curiosity and asked the question, an unexpected and straightforward answer came back.

    "Do you feel guilty when you eat meat?"

    "......"

    "No, right? You just eat without thinking! It's no different for the butcher. It's just meat, meat."

    It wasn't particularly shocking. It was more like, 'That's how it is, huh?'

    So, without any disturbance, I calmly asked the next question,

    "Then what about genetic issues? Aren't there risks like organ rejection in transplants...? Have you checked they're okay before using them?"

    Considering that they might be entirely different beings on another evolutionary path or speed, could there be a disparity?

    Indeed, in the pit lay bodies that weren't just of humans but demi-humans as well.

    Pointing out that issue and delving into it made Jang Ryun exhale exasperatedly as if he couldn't believe I was asking.

    "What a strange guy you are. I'm just a supplier. I just provide the meat to those who need it."

    The hospital needs it anyway, he said.

    Do you think all transplant patients can be handled with organs donated through legal procedures?

    "The ones accepting illegally obtained organs are the hospitals, right? So, if anyone dies, the hospital should handle it."

    As each word reached me, I felt lighter.

    'So, even without confirming compatibility or side effects, he simply sold them because of demand.'

    If the rate of evolution of the Biharin differs from that of Earthlings, what then becomes of the bodies abandoned in those pits?

    "Geez, why live so complicatedly? Just live simply. Don't get tangled in unnecessary things with a sense of justice, live moderately, right?"

    "......."

    "If you quietly leave today, I'll see you're well compensated. How about it?"

    As the conversation reached there, it became more evident to me why dealing with people like him reduced my guilt or antipathy.

    To them, what I consider humanity does not exist.

    Hence, I do not perceive them as humans.

    'Conversing and persuading animals is impossible.'

    When the conversation itself is impossible, persuading is absurd.

    Similarly, considering him human just because he looks human is foolish.

    Simply sharing the same skin doesn't mean being the same existence.

    "Think carefully; such opportunities don't come easily."

    Upon reaching that firm conclusion, I no longer felt the need to bother with Jang Ryun.

    'This is a waste of time.'

    No support seemed to be coming, and chatting with Jang Ryun was an absolute waste of time.

    "Thanks for your honesty. Let me be honest with you as well."

    "What?"

    I decided to give a shove to the still-hesitant Jang Ryun.

    "I'm not British."

    As if surprised, Jang Ryun's eyes widened before his expression brightened, gleaming with a longing look.

    "Even if you kill me, the issues you're worried about won't occur."

    With that, my lips curled.

    "So, enough with the talk. Let's get down to business."

    Whoosh.

    'Flame Storm.'

    The flames that blossomed before my eyes quickly spread everywhere. In various locations, barriers sprang up simultaneously.

    However, most were conjured through magical stones bought at the store. Given the hierarchy and rank of mana, a Level 2 barrier was useless against Level 3 magic.

    'This is the end for the bronze ranks.'

    Taking down silver ranks in one go would be challenging. Among them, there would certainly be those with innate resistance due to Level 3 attribute mana.

    Hence, I should use magic to contain the silver ranks while hunting down the gold ranks as swiftly as possible.

    "Arghhhh!"

    I pulled my gaze away from the burning silver rank players.

    That's when Jang Ryun, who had been hesitating and licking his lips, lunged at me.

    'Kim Yul mentioned that he might have Level 3 mana.'

    Indeed, the scent from him was of Level 3. There were a couple of types mixed in, an earthy scent and a watery stench.

    'I should be wary of trap or defensive magic.'

    I roughly sketched out the direction of the battle. Meanwhile, I gauged his landing point and took a half-step back, swinging my spear horizontally.

    Bang!

    The cool, sharp sound of clashing blades resonated as Jang Ryun's sword and my spear met. Immediately, the ground beneath me crumbled.

    Before I could even assess the situation, I quickly spread a barrier beneath my feet.

    Thanks to that, I didn't lose my balance and could thrust the spear in contact with Jang Ryun's sword.

    "What the!"

    When the spear, gliding along the blade, approached the handle, Jang Ryun swiftly withdrew, striking my spear upwards.

    Without delay, as the spear rebounded, I changed the grip. My left and right hands switched positions, transforming twice with precise flicks.

    Thus, within two grasps, the grip position, which was close to the shaft's end, moved near the spearhead.

    In that interval, the spear pivoted 180 degrees, with the blunted end targeting Jang Ryun's chin.

    Were he a silver rank, he wouldn't have evaded and would have taken the hit. It wasn't a straightforward exchange but a half-beat faster strike countering the opponent's move.

    Yet, Jang Ryun mirrored my gold rank, with reflexes considerably quicker than any silver rank.

    "Ugh!"

    As expected, he dodged my attack by twisting his left shoulder.

    Of course, I didn't let him off the hook so easily.

    By the time Jang Ryun started twisting his shoulder, I had already loosened the grip on my spear slightly.

    The spear naturally extended further, stretching a hand's breadth deeper. Consequently, the blunt end breached close to Jang Ryun's temple area.

    Before his redirected sword targeted me.

    Thunk!

    My spear's shaft struck Jang Ryun's side face.

    "Argh!"

    Judging by the feel of the strike, it was undoubtedly a solid hit.

    Indeed, Jang Ryun, for a moment, was completely limp afterward.

    Instantaneously, a concussion might have set in.

    Still, progressing from a solid hit to a decisive blow felt slightly inadequate. After all, Jang Ryun was gold rank.

    In the brief seconds I held my spear firmly, he rolled away, recovering from the impact. My downward thrust found nothing as Jang Ryun evacuated the point of impact.

    There was no letting go of him yet.

    'Acceleration.'

    The explosion of rapid movement pursued Jang Ryun, relentless and never giving respite.

    "Gah!"

    My pursuit, one beat faster than anticipated, exploited a gap and dealt him a severe wound.

    Blood was smeared on the spear blade, a testament to having dealt a significant gash to his side.

    Concurrently, I sensed two presences behind me. Silver ranks aiming for the opening while I battled Jang Ryun. Reflexively, I shielded but soon heard a crunch as it shattered.

    In the clash between Level 2 and Level 3 magic, the latter prevailed. I watched as ice encroached past the broken barrier.

    'It's too late to dodge.'

    Wrapping myself in attribute mana as quickly as possible, I felt ice envelop me. By then, I had already activated Telekinesis.

    "Arrgghh!"

    My left arm was encased in ice, while the silver ranks aiming for me lost their eyes.

    Retreating a bit, Jang Ryun was applying a potion to his side.

    'Why isn't he using more magic?'

    The ground crumbling earlier was undoubtedly Jang Ryun's magic.

    But he didn't use additional magic afterward. It was strange that he didn't channel mana while swinging his weapon either.

    Watching his movements, I simultaneously beheaded the two blinded silver ranks. With a single step, I lunged at Jang Ryun from behind.

    Even with acceleration in play, I couldn't land an effective hit. Maybe he sensed the danger vividly because Jang Ryun dodged desperately, almost frantically.

    Keeping up with him wasn't out of the question... Yet, pausing momentarily, I assessed my left arm.

    Encased entirely in ice, continuing the fight in this state wasn't ideal.

    'Despite having a mana advantage, it's different from defensive magic.'

    I didn't suffer major injuries due to a hasty shield of attribute mana. Nevertheless, my arm froze solid, despite being clad in Level 5 mana.

    'Given time, breaking it isn't hard.'

    However, restricting my physical freedom mid-battle was problematic.

    'I need to enhance my magic resistance.'

    Chewing my lip silently, I channeled more attribute mana into my arm.

    Crackle, crackle.

    The sparks, now familiar as an extension of my own body, began to disrupt the ice formation.

    Soon, the ice encasing my arm fractured, breaking apart. Meanwhile, Jang Ryun had staunched his bleeding with a potion.

    Yet, I didn't feel impatience or regret.

    'In terms of weapon-handling skill, he's not impressive.'

    Jang Ryun's response speed slightly surpassed the knights of the Bennett family. Nonetheless, he didn't match the meticulous expertise of the knights, turning comparison into an apology.

    There's a lack of sharpness in his attacks.

    'Honestly, it's not just him.'

    This issue wasn't exclusive to Jang Ryun; it was widespread among players.

    Compared to the Biharin, who've wielded weapons for decades, players' proficiency is severely lacking.

    Most combat revolves around overpowering with superior physical strength, which explains their nature.

    Against ordinary monsters, this isn't an issue. Even as a silver rank, one could toy with 1st and 2nd-grade evolved species.

    However, transition to the upper tiers?

    'General ranks possess high intelligence.'

    Ambushes, setting traps, and aiming for weaknesses are calculated battles.

    If players cling to such battle strategies, they'll face grim outcomes.

    Occasionally, members of the Palao play are somewhat experienced in personal combat.

    'But they don't practice regularly like I do.'

    While the main scenario unfolded, I consistently sparred with knights in the barracks.

    Though some were reluctant due to me being an outsider, around half viewed it as an opportunity and accepted.

    Other players, however, weren't as proactive in accumulating experience.

    'If this persists, mortality rates will skyrocket in battles against general ranks...'

    Having identified another issue out of the blue, I sighed, twirling my spear.

    "Aren't you coming?"

    It was clearly a provocation. Given Jang Ryun's nature of viewing me as a prey, charging should be instinctive.

    Yet, he swallowed hard instead.

    I glanced down, noticing his feet aiming in a different direction from me.

    'He intends to run away.'

    A moment ago, he was salivating while looking at me, yet now he swiftly alters his stance upon realizing the skill disparity.

    'The mana wasn't accumulated through his effort, after all.'
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    'The situation in China involved serious player oppression.'

    In such a situation, how did they manage to concentrate mana on that guy? Even without asking anyone to verify, I could roughly guess the situation.

    'Auction function, huh....'

    It wasn't bad to confirm that concentrating mana was realistically possible. However, neither the method nor the result were satisfying, causing me to become thoughtful again.

    To achieve the gold rank, one needed ten million mana.

    'A whopping ten million.'

    In simple terms, this meant trampling on thousands or tens of thousands of life forms to obtain mana.

    Whether it was demi-humans or monsters, killing that many naturally led to accumulating combat experience.

    However, when facing me, Jang Ryun swung his sword less frequently than the silver rank, Yun Jihye. It was clear he lacked the skill to find an opening against me.

    "Could it be that he has less experience than her?"

    Jang Ryun had amassed mana through a loophole to become a gold rank. The auction function must have been the method used.

    "No wonder, I thought it was a bit early for a gold rank to appear."

    I, too, used a sort of loophole to achieve a gold rank. Thanks to Karlos' authority and Kerak's spear, I had the opportunity to gather mana in an abnormal way.

    Without such loopholes, it was too early for a gold rank to appear in a natural growth route.

    "It seems like he hasn't trained much either."

    Except for the first time, he didn't use magic, which was strange. It wasn't that he didn't use magic, but rather he couldn't.

    He wasn't accustomed to arranging mana, so he couldn't use magic while engaging in rapid exchanges of attacks and defenses.

    In this game, which had no automation, neglecting training was a grave mistake with no room for excuses.

    Considering he was on the same level as me, it was laughable to think he lorded over others here with that rank.

    "Hah."

    I admittedly considered whether I could also raise high-ranked players through auctions.

    But I had no desire to recklessly pour mana into someone who didn't even go through proper training.

    What I envisioned was to channel mana into a bronze or silver rank who seriously contemplated the role they had in this war.

    That way, at least ten million mana wouldn't seem wasted. Feeling both frustrated and despondent, I let out a sigh.

    During this time, as I approached him, Jang Ryun, who was pointing his sword at me with a glaring gaze, fumbled in his pocket. He soon retrieved a paper bag.

    "Hmm, smell."

    He inhaled the black powder inside through his nose.

    "Haha!"

    I laughed incredulously. I wasn't naive enough not to recognize what I had just witnessed.

    What rational person thinks of absorbing drugs in a situation like this? It was so absurd that my battle spirit momentarily subsided.

    Nevertheless, I diligently gathered my spirit again and spun my spear around.

    As I approached Jang Ryun, who wouldn't come to me, with purposeful strides, he retreated cautiously.

    Having given him enough time, he might use magic again, but he still didn't seem to intend to use any mana.

    His agitation appeared to prevent him from even managing his mana.

    "Shouldn't he have graduated from that stage during his bronze rank days?"

    Every time I confirmed his laughably incompetent skill, the corpses I had witnessed kept coming to mind.

    It was so disheartening to think so many people had been killed by a punk like him.

    The fact that he could execute such one-sided actions just because he was a player was baffling. Disturbed by the thought, I harshly thrust my spear at him.

    Clang!

    For a moment, my spear was parried by his blade, almost reflexively.

    Clack, clack.

    The strength I had exerted was so forceful that sparks flew as the spear slid along the sword's edge.

    From what I had seen and experienced, my spear should have ended up piercing Jang Ryun. His skill and situational response were just about at that level.

    But unexpectedly, Jang Ryun caught my spear with his hand. Though surprised by the unexpected turn, I gathered my mana without panicking.

    Jang Ryun's fingers were sliced off smoothly, like tofu, as blood spurted out. Further pressure wasn't difficult to apply, but I froze as if paralyzed. I observed a black shadow creeping up from Jang Ryun's neck.

    "Veins...?"

    The sight of veins protruding on his skin, moving as if alive, was striking. The issue was their dark, almost black, color.

    The black veins quickly spread over Jang Ryun's face and forearm. Watching that naturally brought to mind a story I had stored in my memory.

    - They extracted blood from monsters to create a new drug.

    - Its effect is dangerously potent, turning veins black and swelling, with visible muscular bulging, almost rendering the person inhuman.

    Remembering what Eisa had said, bang!

    Jang Ryun kicked the ground with incomparable force and speed, striking me.

    "Ugh!"

    In an instant, I was pushed back. But would I let pride succumb to this easily? In the blink of an opportunity, I materialized my attribute mana. The blue flashes surged towards Jang Ryun, who wore a thrilled expression.

    Meanwhile, I regained my balance and raised my spear again.

    "Aargh!"

    Steam rose from Jang Ryun's body. It was a direct hit. He should have been paralyzed and unable to move for a while. But seeing him moving as if nothing happened took me by surprise.

    But my surprise was short-lived as Jang Ryun's sword descended from above. Calmly, I raised my spear to block it.

    Boom.

    A heavy force pressed down on me from above. The stone floor of the cavern cracked, creating a circular crater. As I endured the pressure across my body, my eyes turned cold.

    There was a definite difference in power from what I experienced a few minutes ago. I could now fully grasp the meaning behind Eisa's words.

    "It seems he enters an awakened state."

    It seemed that his physical abilities were being artificially enhanced through drugs. While my gaze had turned icy cold, Jang Ryun's expression was even more flushed.

    As my eyes met the black veins invading his cheeks and around his eyes, boom, boom, boom!

    Jang Ryun swung his sword down, attacking me like a madman.

    "Bwahahahahaha!"

    "Crazy bastard!"

    There was no better way to describe him. Though Jang Ryun swung his sword faster and stronger than moments ago, that was all there was to it.

    "Instead of being threatening, it's more like a hassle."

    Though Jang Ryun's strength increased and his speed quickened, it wasn't enough to match my experience. As evidence, as soon as I swapped Kerak's spear for a dagger, Jang Ryun's movements became clumsy.

    "You fool."

    Seizing that moment, I swiftly closed the distance and bound Jang Ryun's sword with the dagger in my left hand. Then I thrust the dagger in my right hand deeply.

    The motion lasted only a moment and was done without any extraneous movements.

    "Brata Dagger Technique."

    It was a technique I naturally learned while sparring with Kim Yul.

    As part of a systemic dagger technique training, I was also accumulating Kim Yul's experience in dealing with opponents.

    Recently, I had been consistently practicing interpersonal combat using a dagger. Thanks to this, the dagger in my right hand swiftly approached Jang Ryun's torso like a boxer's jab.

    And before Jang Ryun could even avoid the attack.

    "Ahhh!"

    I could neatly chop off his right arm. Subsequently, I caught the neck of the now disarmed opponent and slammed him onto the ground.

    Crack-!

    The ground split as Jang Ryun spat out blood.

    "Ugh!"

    However, his glaring eyes were still ferociously glinting with madness. Sensing his mana stirring, I promptly retrieved a magic stone from my inventory.

    It was the high-rank restraint used on Yun Jihye, remembered from our escort to Busan. As soon as the magic stone shattered, blue chains surged up to bind Jang Ryun.

    "Argh!"

    Checking the timer displayed at the top of my vision, I gripped Jang Ryun's collar more tightly. Then I asked a question that had been bothering me from the start.

    "Where did you acquire Cretoll?"

    Choking from a constricted throat, Jang Ryun coughed and laughed.

    "Why, should I share some with you?"

    I hadn't noticed in the chaotic struggle, but his tongue seemed slightly loose. "It's a shame to just give it away... It's truly the best I've ever tried."

    He sniggered, his remaining hand grasped my arm holding his neck.

    "Do you think it will end by capturing just me? Everything you are doing is futile!"

    Then he suddenly shouted, seemingly having a fit. His demeanor abruptly changed as he pleaded for his life with a sly smile.

    "If you spare me, I'll give you all the Cretoll."

    His coquettish manner seemed habitual, and I could hazard a guess about his life.

    But I had no interest in Jang Ryun's past or background.

    "It sounds like there's more."

    What did he mean by saying things wouldn't end just by capturing him?

    It likely meant more of his damn trafficking faction existed.

    Ladriol had only discovered Jang Ryun's gang near Viceta. It was uncertain how many more were outside this group.

    Executing these here while sparing those elsewhere was illogical. Therefore, extracting details about his network through Jang Ryun was indeed necessary.

    "If you promise to spare me, I might tell you."

    Jang Ryun's grip on my arm weakened. He even laughed, a sense of composure in his chuckle.

    'He seems confident I have no choice but to spare him.'

    It was a ridiculous misbelief.

    "Just die."

    Because there were still players who survived. Armed with this information, confirmed through the map, I snapped Jang Ryun's neck without hesitation.

    Even if fake, a gold rank remains a gold rank.

    「Mana is being absorbed. Some corrupted mana is mixed.」

    A substantial amount of mana was absorbed. The contamination level was higher than expected but with the existing larger mana pool I had, it wasn't problematic.

    The current Purification trait reached Level 2, with skill proficiency exceeding 98%.

    "What option will come at the next level?"

    Alpha is a position directly filtered by the system to support player growth. With that, the growing Purification trait specific to Alpha will be more suited to aiding multiple players as it develops further.

    Reviewing the status window while revolving the Purification trait close to leveling, I checked Jang Ryun's corpse.

    More precisely, remained eyeing the symbol above his rapidly snapped and lifeless head.

    "Senoa of Humility."

    Among the players who died burning alive today, about 70 to 80% bore Senoa's symbol.

    "Do they not know, or are they turning a blind eye?"

    From the meeting with the system, the impression I had of Senoa wouldn't condone such actions.

    "Was the portrayal that day merely a facade?"

    As I contemplated Senoa's symbol, suspicion and distrust grew deeper.

    Are there truly personnel from the 7 Great Orders involved in this affair?

    How does the drug cartel that primarily moved around the USA and Mexico connect with this trafficking group?

    "It seems these guys have unexpectedly significant weight."

    However, if they thought I would simply let them off, they'd be sorely mistaken.

    Recalling Horfe, someone whose counsel would be invaluable regarding this affair, I dismissed the flame magic and stood up.

    "I need to meet with Horfe."

    Damned System

    TL's Corner:

    The 7 Great Virtues are asses. Except for Palao, since, you know, he dead.
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    The Beastfolk had long been entangled with human trafficking. They probably understood the ecology and structure of that world better than ordinary humans did.

    In fact, just a few months ago, a major brawl against human traffickers erupted in Viceta.

    'I might learn something new.'

    As I organized my future plans, I cast a nonchalant glance to the side.

    It was towards the players who, trying to evade the situation between me and Jang Ryun, had escaped towards the outskirts of the barrier.

    Although I saw none of them in sight, I didn't worry. These players had set up their hideout in a corrupted area after all.

    Thanks to having cleared out the surrounding monsters and the Messio, it wasn't a dangerous place but it wasn't protected by Temoria's Divine Barrier either, hence it was mapped.

    Thus, chasing them down and interrogating them wasn't difficult.

    The information Jang Ryun tried to trade while high was easier to obtain than expected.

    'There might have been confidential information only he knew.'

    However, I had no interest in gaining it by making a deal with someone like Jang Ryun.

    Ultimately, I acquired some information and successfully eradicated the players within the barrier.

    Inside Ahel's barrier, I was the only one alive. Certainly, there were those who were not alive anymore.

    -Does that feel satisfying?

    Kerak suddenly spoke to me, causing the spear, which had remained silent ever since I saw the pile of corpses discarded in the pit, to seem to gain a voice.

    "What do you mean?"

    -Not sure...

    I glanced down at Kerak's spear, which was unusually trailing off in its words.

    'There was no amplification buff this time, either.'

    According to the item description, Kerak had a lingering regret for not being able to protect the weak. It stated it would support those who would fulfill that role.

    'So why can't I receive this support?'

    Was it because rescuing the imprisoned Demi-humans didn't satisfy this condition? Or perhaps because I wasn't directly involved in the evacuation process for the Demi-humans?

    Eyeing the spear intensely, I decided to stifle my sigh.

    'It was better when you had no thought.'

    At least back then, it didn't hurt my head with its conversations, and even if it was just once, I'd gained a buff.

    The longer I stayed with this weapon, the more I thought it had been better before the enhancement.

    'I didn't rescue the Demi-humans expecting something in return.'

    That was honestly my intent. I merely came to eliminate them because they didn't align with the future I envisioned.

    However, I had anticipated that Kerak's buff would amplify my mana this time.

    Unexpectedly, the reality was different as Kerak once again denied granting me a buff. Puzzled about how best to use this item led to a sense of frustration.

    "When will you graciously acknowledge it?"

    Impatience in my heart made me blurt out those words.

    The response I received added another layer of frustration.

    -Not sure...

    This time, it didn't shoot its mouth off despite being told to be quiet. Especially today, it seemed particularly reticent.

    Just as I was about to add another comment, the sharp critique came without warning.

    -If the choice you made today assures me it's not a massacre for your lofty ideals, then I can think about it.

    I faced an unforeseen moment with pointed criticism. My clenched teeth let out a sinister sound.

    Such a terrible feeling. But worse still was that I couldn't argue against such criticism. It wasn't wrong.

    And yet, I didn't leave the cave but moved back inside because I had no intention of reversing my decision.

    Soon, I reached the area where Jang Ryun's body lay.

    Only after shouldering the dangling lump of meat did I make my way to the entrance, which could be considered the main gate of this cave.

    Kerak didn't speak anymore, so I was able to proceed without any further fuss.

    This cave had quite a few small entrances, but the officially guarded access was only one.

    I had dealt with the players who stood guard there before setting up the barrier, and it was decided to return there after all was done.

    Heading towards the entrance, I checked the list of bounty missions.

    'I guess it's not updated yet...'

    It has been tens of minutes since I killed the player. Yet, from then until now, no new bounty missions have popped up. Considering the immediate results, my guesses might be entirely wrong, but...

    'Let's keep an eye out for now.'

    This damned game had encountered delays more than once. In fact, the bounty mission was updated once every week.

    Based on that pattern, a new list was likely to appear by tomorrow evening. It wouldn't be too late to draw a conclusion afterward.

    I closed the bounty mission list and moved swiftly. Upon reaching the cave entrance, I sent a chat message.

    - K: It's finished, tell them to open up.

    - Kj: Okay!

    As the reply came back quickly, the barrier surrounding us began to distort. The double barrier implemented by Ahel began to dissipate.

    The scene seemed much like the collapse of the sky. The double barrier didn't last much longer, and I was able to regroup with party members waiting outside.

    Waiting at the entrance were only Kim Yul and Ahel.

    Yang Taeho was with the Demi-humans who had been evacuated to the mountain midsection and the knights sent by the Order of Palao.

    'Judging by the accumulated chat messages, it seems Hyung had triggered a buff.'

    Thanks to that, the Demi-humans were evacuated quicker, suggesting that the escape route could be expanded on the way.

    Technically, the weapon Yang Taeho and I had was of the same series. Yet the results differed as much as they did, prodding an ache into a corner of my heart.

    Even so, I had no thoughts of reversing myself to mold my thoughts and decisions to the eyes of others.

    While I was lost in thoughts about where Yang Taeho might be, Ahel, who stood outside the barrier, spoke with a pout.

    "I saved it for later."

    To be precise, it was more of a grumble to himself than addressing me directly. But as his mumbling voice was loud enough to give off that impression, I felt compelled to respond.

    "You were supposed to help accumulate mana."

    It was a way of saying to do moderately.

    "Because you already have the mana, K. Do you think finding fourth-grade spatial mana is easy? Due to the already few mages possessing such attributes, it's even more challenging to exchange for."

    Despite grumbling, Ahel took out a new mana accumulation tool and handed it to me. A yellow, 5-star mana accumulation tool.

    Better to blatantly ask for more than grumble incessantly. I took the new mana accumulation tool and began infusing mana into it.

    "Then why carry this out?"

    All the while, Kim Yul, having approached me, pointed at Jang Ryun's corpse and asked. As it wasn't something I intended to keep secret, I straightforwardly answered.

    "There's something I need to convey."

    "... Conveying with a corpse? To whom? Why?"

    Confusedly, Kim Yul tilted his head, seemingly not fully comprehending my intent. I opted not to explain each part and simply shouldered the corpse once more.

    "You'll see."

    Seeing is believing. It's more effective to witness once than hear a hundred times.

    「Title: Viceta Square - Author: Ocean」

    Content: There's a player corpse displayed at Viceta Square, what on earth is happening? PK?

    - Santa Claus: Just saw it now?

    - One-eyed: Seems like K caused a scene.

    ⌎ Music: Why would K do that? What happened at Viceta?

    ⌎ Snowman: Check the second page for an article about the corpse exhibition. There's a picture captured there.

    - Lord of the Rings: Told you so, K is nuts. He's finally showing his true colors.

    ⌎ Toma: Guys like you thrive off the damned system report and then sneakily bash K behind his back. He must have had a reason; there's no way he'd do such a thing without one.

    ⌎ Ferrari: Regardless of the reason, K killed a player. That's disappointing.

    ⌎ Toma: The dead fool must have done something to deserve it, I'll stake my neck on it.

    ⌎ Mint-choco: I agree. K wouldn't just kill someone without a reason.

    - Strawberry Parfait: What's happening at Viceta Square?

    ⌎ Otter Toes: K killed a player affiliated with Senoa and displayed the body.

    ⌎ Strawberry Parfait: ??? How do you know? Did you see K do it?

    ⌎ Google Stock: K left a message admitting it. It's an acknowledgment on his part.

    ⌎ Strawberry Parfait: Message?

    ⌎ Otter Toes: You all will eventually be wiped out by me. This fool is just the beginning – K

    ⌎ Otter Toes: That's precisely what it said.

    The community buzzed with chatter because of my actions. However, I hunted distantly, detached from that commotion.

    "... It's still noisy."

    On the contrary, Kim Yul seemed to be checking the community now and then by the looks of his mumbling while gazing into the air.

    "Rest assured, words will soon spread from the survivors' mouths."

    It wasn't only Kim Yul, apparently. Yang Taeho also frequently checked the air, reassuringly patting my shoulder.

    "I have no particular worries."

    Even though it seemed like everyone was talking about me, it didn't worry me at all how unrelated strangers perceived me.

    The reason I displayed Jang Ryun's corpse was simply that I had something to say.

    'For those unaware of the specifics, it might seem like a PK incident.'

    The phrase accompanying Jang Ryun's body was a declaration meant for countless others like him, somewhere out there.

    He likely would've communicated to other players about these events.

    There's a high possibility that the criminal organization Jang Ryun belonged to would recognize my existence.

    'Since there were ones who witnessed the fight, they possibly transmitted my appearance too.'

    Connecting the dots could lead anyone to deduce that I was K without much difficulty.

    In such a case, staying discreet wasn't necessary, was it?

    I also aimed to inform ordinary players about Jang Ryun's organization and simultaneously warn them that siding with them would make me their enemy.

    'Maybe, like Hyung said, survivors' accounts will spread shortly.'

    It would reveal sooner or later who I was confronting.

    I had drawn a line in anticipation of that time, cautioning never to cross it because crossing it meant becoming my target. That message being conveyed was enough.

    The moment I had brought the corpse to the square, that matter was over for me. Right now, my attention was elsewhere.

    "Oh? Eh? What's this, is water now viable?"

    Water tendrils stretched from my hand and grabbed a monster by its neck, drawing my focus.

    'Aqua Whip.'

    A magic absorbed via the bounty hunter title. Some magics were deleted due to duplication, but quite a few were absorbed normally.

    Over seventy percent of them were water-based magic, which could've been a headache under normal circumstances.

    I've attempted to dismantle water attribute mana only to face repeated failures in the arrangement phase.

    But mysteriously, the previous night while practicing mana before sleep, an anomaly occurred. The water mana began to move under my will.

    Consequently, I trained until a later hour than usual with second-grade water magic, and third-grade magic usable when intertwined with other elements.

    'I can't use magics requiring advanced attributes for fourth-grade magic, and third-grade involved in-depth attributes.'

    High-grade magics of that level aren't abundant anyway. It seemed best to shelve those until I could secure more mana.

    'I don't know why this change happened suddenly, but...'

    Expanding the scope of implementable magics was a significant gain. I didn't find this sudden shift unfavorable. Rather, I welcomed it as a fortunate turn of events.

    Yet, it seemed someone else held a slightly different perspective.

    "Oh dear..."

    Hearing faint murmurs, I turned to see Ahel. He was supporting throughout without directly participating in combat, and an expression of frustration crossed his face.

    It vanished almost instantly but I had certainly caught a glimpse of it.

    "Why are you looking at me like that?"

    There stood Ahel, back in his usual beaming mood, and it occurred to me that his advice about shifting perceptions regarding water, might not have been mere counsel.

    Inclined to my thoughts, I shrugged, replying,

    "Nothing at all."

    "Really?"

    "Yes."

    "Then should we continue hunting?"

    "No."

    It was time to prepare myself for the next main scenario.

    'There's a task to address beforehand.'

    I declared an end to the hunting session and returned to the lodgings secured in Viceta.

    After washing up, I immediately opened the chat window. It was a chat room that allowed interaction with players associated with Club 249.

    Before entering a message there, I gave it one last consideration. Fortunately, or unfortunately, the outcome was in line with the conclusion I had reached last night.

    Resolutely, I sent the prepared message without further hesitation.

    - K: I have two free shop vouchers. Looking to trade them with two people who can bring a lot of attribute stones.

    Damned System
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    Chapter 164. In the Shadow's Veil (1)

    The reactions were almost instantaneous.

    Messages in the group chat began to update rapidly. Individual chat windows, where I was conversing with different players, also started buzzing with activity.

    Have you checked if it's possible to transfer tickets?

    Is there a restriction on the grade of the attribute stone?

    Until when should we be ready?

    How many should we bring?

    I observed the flurry of questions and checked the tickets in my inventory.

    'All the items in the shop are at a Common difficulty level.'

    Damned System does not aid in acquiring rare or special artifacts or magic tools.

    Furthermore, I have seldom purchased skills or magic from the shop, relying instead on Trait assistance.

    Even though I hadn't yet acquired Mana Domination available at the Silver rank stage, I planned to master Mana Control and attempt it on my own.

    "If it's beyond my capability to acquire it autonomously, I can always venture into another main scenario to earn the ticket."

    Upon reviewing everything, there wasn't anything in the shop worth using the ticket on, given the circumstances.

    It seemed wise to exchange something useless to me for something necessary.

    'I suppose upgrading hardware will be tough for a while, so I might as well work on the software.'

    I've already expanded the variety of magic through other techniques, so I decided to focus on filling my Attribute Mana, although there was a problem.

    'It requires a lot of groundwork.'

    After considering this dilemma, I sought out players who could do the groundwork for me. In return, I decided to offer a shop ticket that I currently didn't need.

    Quite a number of players responded to the message I posted in the group chat. It was expected.

    No matter how much Mana is needed to purchase an attribute stone, it can't surpass the value of acquiring a skill worth hundreds of thousands for free.

    Cognizant of this, I offered the free ticket as compensation.

    Since other players, unlike me, heavily rely on the shop, it was worth it for them to invest some time, effort, and a little Mana to obtain a ticket.

    I provided more detailed conditions to players who showed genuine interest,

    - K: The deadline is fifteen days.

    The value of attribute stones would be assessed based on their grade:

    Low-rank as 1 point,

    intermediate-rank as 2 points,

    and High-rank as 3 points.

    I decided to trade with the top two players with the highest scores.

    I didn't mind if the players collaborated or conspired to claim the top two spots.

    Whether they opted for team play or solo play, that was for the competitors to decide.

    Players vying for the ticket would have to mention how many stones they gathered and coax others who had fewer to increase their chances.

    The lack of restrictions on collaboration was intentional. It allowed the player who gathered a lot in the early stages to potentially obtain more from others.

    Thus, players who gathered an awkward number of stones found it easy to withdraw, leading to more stones for those remaining to buy, thereby increasing the quantity I would receive.

    As players checked the conditions I set, they promptly took action. They would encourage sales of attribute stones both online and offline among other players.

    Savvy ones would head to high-grade corrupted areas with those lacking Mana, distribute it, purchase attribute stones, and trade later.

    No matter the method used, as long as my time was saved, it was worth it.

    Gone were the days of waiting for auction posts or laboriously seeking direct purchases of attribute stones, thanks to the established transaction conditions and deadlines.

    After setting my terms, I returned to my lodging and devoted myself to Mana training.

    As time passed and dusk approached, the bounty mission list updated as usual.

    The first mission I clicked on was one newly added under the direction of Viceta.

    HIDDEN MISSION

    「Bounty Hunting (Viceta-12)」

    Eliminate the player who killed a fellow player (0/1).

    - You can ascertain the target's location through the map (Check location).

    - If the mission fails within the time limit, the target will receive notifications of the bounty hunter's location.

    「Success Rewards」

    • Reputation 10

    • Random Box (×1)

    「Time Limit」

    • 239:59:58

    Upon pressing the location check button, a map only visible to bounty hunters appeared. And there, clearly marked in red, was my own location.

    This Damned System had indeed placed a bounty mission on me for taking the life of an "innocent player" as per its judgment.

    "Whew."

    I wasn't particularly shocked or unusually angry. Having somewhat predicted this eventuality, I remained composed.

    Of course, that didn't mean I intended to simply let things be.

    With a cold expression, I opened the chatroom exclusive to bounty hunters. This incident occurred on the eve before the opening of Act 1, scene 5 of the main scenario.

    Six days had passed since the new main scenario commenced in the north.

    This main scenario bore a different atmosphere from the past two, mainly because the Order's army exhibited a strong intent to exclude players from battlefields.

    Not all players were uniformly shunned, either.

    "It seems they intend to favor players who have been consistently operating in Viceta."

    Ethan's party, stationed near the siege point at Somol Castle with the Order's troops, testified to this strategy.

    Other players, having failed to join the Order's forces, were relegated to the outskirts, conducting purification tasks or transporting supplies.

    Although Ethan sought opportunities for me to join, I refused due to the bounty hunting mission.

    Not that bounty hunters were immediately pursuing me.

    - K: I've reiterated this. If you're confident in catching me, go ahead. I won't stop you.

    - Sniper: That's quite a chilling joke. I do value my life, you know?

    - Eisa: I want to live long too.

    - Ethan Rembrandt: I trust K's judgment more than the system. I wouldn't spare those scoundrels if I was you.

    I had warily issued a half-serious, half-joking warning in the bounty hunter chatroom. Yet, I wasn't fully reassured and had chosen to distance myself from the hunters.

    Fortunately, my party members took charge of maintaining surrounding vigilance.

    "If I was alone, dealing with both hunting and vigilance would be strenuous."

    I trusted my party members not to stab me in the back, allowing me to rely on them.

    Kim Yul and Yang Taeho couldn't gain rewards from the bounty mission, and killing me would risk our party's dissolution.

    It simply benefited them more to protect me than to kill me.

    Additionally, Ahel had a restraint engraved on me, making him controllable at any time.

    This allowed me to respond to the bounty mission hanging over me, having contemplated everything.

    "I understand the necessity of a bounty mission."

    Being likened to a contract killer was displeasing, yet satisfying to a degree required for my desired future.

    Through conversations with Jang Ryun, I acknowledged this need and resolved not to be swayed by trivial guilt.

    However, I had no intention of becoming a killing machine abiding solely by the system's commands.

    "I'm not the system's puppet."

    Any obligation must align with my free will, needs, and judgment. I refused to be constrained by the system.

    Should any issues arise as a consequence, I resolved to endure them.

    I only condone the system exploiting me because its directives currently align with my objectives.

    "Don't assume I'll always act according to your will."

    Issuing a warning to the perpetually observing system, I closed the mission window.

    For the time being, I intended to monitor things until the bounty hunters' locations were disclosed to me as well.

    This meant skipping out on the present main scenario.

    "No helping it."

    Taking steps into a chaotic battlefield only to be ambushed would leave me vulnerable. Opting for minor losses trumps unnecessary risks in such cases.

    "Perhaps this is a nice opportunity."

    My chosen bounty hunters may or may not target me. The potential insight they could provide offered value in itself.

    Watching the chatter in the bounty hunter chatroom continue trivial conversations, I soon pushed the chat window aside.

    I switched to examining the Order's website instead.

    Among the various sections, I checked the post I used for conversing with Jordan, but there were no new comments.

    "The meeting was supposed to start in the morning, so results should be out by now."

    With a mix of anticipation and impatience, I perused the webpage for a couple of hours.

    - Jordan Rodiel: The meeting is over. To start with the outcome, we decided to call in the Outsiders. The Order will contact the association in a few days.

    The long-awaited answer finally arrived after my encounter with Jang Ryun.

    At present, only two nations in Bihar retained a semblance of statehood.

    This count excluded Ferrell and the Kairoth Kingdom, having lost their royal line, which served as an axis.

    "The nobles of both nations relinquished governance to convert to a military regime."

    Recent reforms absorbed them into the Order's troops as well.

    Therefore, only two nations continued to hold the territory, populace, and governing authority.

    That was indeed a scant number, even to the point where Bihar's collapse wouldn't seem peculiar.

    However, a closer look revealed a slightly different narrative.

    That's because one of these nations was the Atar Empire, a dominant force grasping most of the continent's east.

    "Wow... This is nothing like Habon or Loborre."

    Coming from someone glued to the carriage window, Kim Yul muttered softly as he marveled at the view outside.

    This piqued my interest; I glanced out, momentarily ceasing my chat with Club 249's players.

    Tall and straight buildings, broad and flat avenues, and varied Demi-human races in extravagant attire.

    'Gemal', the capital of the Atar Empire—considered the safest place in Bihar—exuded a stark contrast to the frontline bases.

    Places like Habon predominantly housed soldiers. There were civilians forming markets, but their presence wasn't large.

    "Eight out of ten people in the streets were armed forces personnel."

    That said, a tough ambiance, mundane scenery, and the characteristic tension permeated.

    Contrarily, gemal was devoid of the razor-sharp air mixed with the scent of blood.

    Not a single person wore armor or defensive gear among those we passed by.

    "Indeed, realizing how distant we are from the front lines."

    As I leisurely observed the peaceful cityscape, an obstinate gaze pricked at my cheek, prompting me to sigh and look across the seat.

    Meeting the eyes of someone who had been staring at me all the while, I faced a woman in her mid-thirties.

    Her dark navy blue hair carried a hint of blue light, and her eyes were a shade close to gray.

    "Ralio Deril."

    After Jordan's reassignment to Habon, she became the senior priestess assisting the chief high priest.

    The one conveying the decisions from the Order's army to the players through the website was also her.

    While this was my first encounter with Ralio in person, we had exchanged words on a couple of occasions online.

    My impression then was of a stiff official.

    'She seemed dutiful in her responses because it was her job.'

    But meeting her in reality displayed her taking an unusual interest in me.

    This was evident as she continuously scrutinized me from the moment she boarded the carriage.

    Unable to endure any longer under her unyielding gaze, I finally spoke.

    "Do you have something to say?"

    Damned System

  
    Chapter 165

    Chapter 165. In the Shadow's Veil (2)

    Lario promptly waved her hand, dismissing the curiosity.

    "It's not that. I'm just fascinated."

    I wondered what was so fascinating, but then again, considering the symbol hanging above my head, it made sense.

    'It's rare to see a player from the rear.'

    I deliberately ignored her gray eyes and redirected my gaze out the window.

    The peaceful scene of the cityscape, which I had seen earlier, filled my view.

    Kim Yul and I had arrived in Gemal using a portal set up by our respective orders and were currently en route to our lodging.

    Lario, tasked with guiding us to the lodging, was accompanying us in the carriage.

    The reason Kim Yul and I was in Gemal was straightforward.

    'To attend the Order's General Assembly, which is to be held in two days.'

    We would discuss solutions to the issues regarding Jang Ryun and his group there.

    Executives from the Players' Association were also expected to attend.

    Although Kim Yul and I was not part of the association, we were contacted to attend the assembly to report the current situation as the discoverers of the issue.

    'The timing was good.'

    I was already in a state of self-restraint and couldn't actively engage in the main scenario.

    The opportunity to establish a foundation like this was indeed welcome.

    While I pondered over the future, the carriage exited the bustling city streets and entered a quiet alley.

    Even without asking Lario, it was evident that our destination was near.

    Sure enough, shortly after, the carriage began to slow down.

    It passed through a strange iron gate and then completely halted.

    "We've arrived."

    Following Lario, who got out first, I stepped out of the carriage to find a familiar figure lazily waving a hand.

    "It's been a while."

    It was Breche.

    "Indeed."

    I returned his indifferent greeting with a composed response.

    "Breche, long time no see! Is Berta doing well?"

    In contrast, Kim Yul warmly engaged Breche in conversation.

    However, the response he received wasn't as warm.

    "She's probably doing well? I haven't heard she's dead. She's still at an age where she stays with her mom anyway."

    Breche tilted his head as if wondering why he would be asked such a question.

    Kim Yul, visibly taken aback, was reminded that despite encountering Beastfolk before, they hadn't had any special exchanges.

    I stepped slightly ahead of Kim Yul to conclude their conversation.

    "Where's Horfe?"

    Breche tapped his tail against his back to indicate the direction.

    "He's inside waiting."

    Without further ado, he quickly turned his body as if inviting us in.

    There was no reason to refuse. After all, the reason we arrived in Gemal earlier than the assembly was to meet Horfe.

    'Whether it's fortunate or unfortunate, I'm not sure.'

    It was said that Horfe was in the middle of negotiating some conditions while commuting to the central temple where the Order's headquarters were, due to issues regarding the deployment of Beastfolk on the frontlines.

    'But he needs to leave tomorrow.'

    He had invited me to stay at his place when I arrived in Gemal, and I had agreed to it.

    'The fact that he told me to bring catnip means his hospitality came with an intention.'

    But it didn't bother me much. Considering it as lodging expenses was sufficient.

    I verified the various catnip products stored in my inventory as I followed Breche.

    "Hmm?"

    But Breche didn't go too far and suddenly stopped.

    On top of that, he began looking around vigilantly.

    A Beastfolk with senses tens of times sharper than a human wouldn't react like that for no reason.

    Following Breche's lead, I turned my head and employed Mana Detection.

    But within the detection range, there was only normal-sized mana.

    Just to be sure, I thoroughly scanned the surroundings with my eyes, but nothing appeared to my senses.

    "Was it a mistake?"

    Breche mumbled awkwardly, scratching his head, as if he hadn't uncovered anything in particular.

    "Let's go in."

    "... Alright."

    Despite the unease, I took another lingering look around before belatedly following Breche.

    * * *

    The odd picture floated above the Outsider's head as he alighted from an ordinary black carriage.

    The Outsiders who followed also bore the same imagery above their heads.

    'So it's true.'

    He had heard that Outsiders all had a graphic over their heads but seeing it in person was another matter.

    As he leaned slightly to get a better look, the tiger Beastfolk who was leading them turned in his direction.

    'Oops.'

    He held his breath, concerned about being discovered. The tiger Beastfolk scratched his head, then resumed his walk.

    The Outsider following the Beastfolk glanced around but didn't spot him.

    The group of Beastfolk and Outsiders soon disappeared into the building.

    Breathing a sigh of relief, the man in the shadows stood up straight.

    He carefully inspected the building the Outsiders entered, considering his options.

    'If needed, I might have to infiltrate.'

    Just then, a window suddenly flew open, revealing Horfe's face.

    The man immediately abandoned his surveillance and left the spot.

    Departing from the area filled with townhouses owned by nobles wasn't difficult.

    The man reached a deserted alley and halted, muttering as he turned back.

    "They're all so damned sensitive!"

    Why did they have to stay in the Beastfolk's residence of all places?

    The mysterious man removed the hat he had been pressing down and scratched his head, revealing golden eyes.

    'Hopefully, he won't stick with the Beastfolk for his entire stay in Gemal.'

    Otherwise, it would be troublesome.

    "Ugh!"

    The man, continuing to mutter irritably, glanced back.

    'At least I've identified his faces, so that's something.'

    For now, he'll just have to wait for a chance.

    After clicking his tongue briefly, the man pressed his hat down again and resumed walking.

    Yet, as soon as he emerged from the alley, he scowled and stopped.

    Placing his hands over his ears, he spoke to himself.

    "Is it my fault?"

    It was peculiar. There was no one else around the man.

    "I keep telling you, if you're so dissatisfied, why don't you do it yourself."

    Despite the solitude, he seemed to converse with someone.

    "You said we had until the end of summer, didn't you? Don't you remember what you yourself said?"

    His volume gradually rose in a heated argument.

    "If you're going to nag like this, assign what's down there to someone else! Then I can move more freely, can't I?"

    The man continued his strange soliloquy for quite some time.

    "Why don't you trust me to handle it on my own? In that state, it can't even be put in there anyway!"

    Eventually, with his hands no longer covering his ears, he stared ahead with a sharp gaze.

    "So stop messing with my head and keep your mouth shut!"

    After unleashing his genuine anger, the man exhaled heavily.

    There was no response, of course. The silence pleased him, and he finally let out a satisfied sigh before walking again.

    "Really, what a damn nuisance. He has no intention of stepping in himself yet loves to criticize."

    Muttering all the way through the alley, his figure vanished from the end of the street.

    His disappearance was sudden, as though he was cut from the space.

    Not a single trace of his presence remained in that place.

    * * *

    Better early than late, Kim Yul and I arrived at the central temple hosting the General Assembly well in advance.

    After getting some assistance from a guide, we took seats in the empty meeting room, contemplating the conversation with Horfe the previous night.

    - You could find the suppliers if you wanted, but it's pointless. Similar people are everywhere.

    - Not everyone in the Order is corrupt. They're not ignoring it because they don't know.

    - Even if you uproot it, someone else will plant the seeds, so it's about managing and negotiating at a moderate level.

    - If you really plan to start, be aware of it.

    The Horfe I met last night felt unfamiliar.

    He had been someone who laughed heartily and asked for catnip whenever he saw me.

    But the previous night, there seemed to be a hint of exhaustion, or perhaps resignation, in him.

    And yet, he still harbored burning anger.

    'It's understandable.'

    While today marks my first confrontation with the issue, Horfe has been grappling with it for decades while leading the Beastfolk.

    'An endless war, indeed...'

    The cliché expression lingered in my mind, provoking a wry smile every time.

    What remains from diving into a problem neither solvable nor finite?

    'Is this truly not a waste of time?'

    I utterly detested wasting time and despised inefficiency.

    Can I still get involved in this problem?

    Would I not give up halfway through?

    'If it's going to be a half-hearted attempt, it might be better to turn a blind eye.'

    Most of those who realized the problem before me chose the same path.

    Can I change it on my own?

    Reflecting on this, I couldn't help but question myself.

    'Is this really the right thing to do?'

    Engaging in ineffectual justice feels like an ignorant choice that demands time and effort.

    "Ha."

    How did I get so disillusioned with justice itself?

    Even through my doubts, I remained seated.

    If I truly saw it as foolish, I should just stand up and walk away.

    And, like many in the world, I could turn my eyes and ears to my own path.

    But still, here I am, stuck firmly in my seat.

    'An eternal unresolved issue.'

    Horfe's words echoed in my mind, inducing a headache.

    Unable to resist, I rubbed my temples with frustration when I heard my name being called.

    "K."

    Looking up, I met the eyes of a familiar individual.

    "Fabian, it's been a while."

    It was Fabian Jewel from France.

    And above his head was a rhomboid symbol with the letter P inside.

    He was active as a member of the association, backed by the French government.

    'They say he's under significant French governmental support.'

    Unfortunately, he lost out to Ethan for the title of European Player representative.

    Instead, a few months back, he assumed the role of coordinating Club 249 meetings, making himself visible in different ways.

    In short, since losing ground to Ethan, Fabian has been working hard to reclaim influence elsewhere.

    'Even within the club, stratification has begun.'

    Indeed, Fabian had failed to make any marked contributions in the last two major scenarios.

    'He wasn't even present at the victory celebrations.'

    Naturally, he seemed to have turned to politics.

    It wasn't too surprising—just a sorting process.

    'Just like how top-ranking middle school students find a new hierarchy in a science high school.'

    He initially stood out but stalled.

    Fabian was merely being sifted in a new environment.

    'Let's humor him briefly and send him on his way.'

    Fabian would likely fall out of the main play soon.

    'Or he might die even sooner.'

    Before such probable predictions, I chuckled lightly.

    "Let's go hunting together next time we find the time."

    If the time permits, I meant. I wasn't intending to artificially squeeze it.

    Fabian seemed to grasp my intent. He had a hardened expression that attested to that understanding.

    Thus, despite the growing discomfort, the confrontation didn't last long.

    "Excuse me, K."

    It was Lily Evans approaching.

    "Jewel, I didn't expect to see you here. I hadn't heard you were attending."

    "I'm here on behalf of Ethan, who couldn't make it."

    A noticeable tension brewed between them.

    'Looks like Fabian and Lily's rivalry within the association is real; they're sparring.'

    I had no interest in becoming embroiled in political games.

    Observing the once-empty meeting room gradually filling with people, I voiced my complaint.
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    "It seems the general assembly will commence soon... However, there's something I must discuss with Lily. Would you mind stepping aside for a moment?"

    Fabian's cheek twitched at the blatant dismissal, but that was the extent of his reaction. He refrained from behaving inappropriately or making snide remarks.

    "If you have business, I should step aside then. Goodbye."

    I watched Fabian's retreating figure with narrowed eyes as he offered a curt farewell.

    The group he approached consisted of players I was also familiar with.

    'They look like the ones who attended the last meeting.'

    Cello had once provided me with a list of attendees who weren't present here, so I could be certain.

    Fabian's actions now appeared futile.

    'Just because you meet frequently outside doesn't mean your relationships deepen.'

    Simple meetings with harmless exchanges and encouraging each other won't build lasting bonds.

    The game we were playing was a reality where lives were genuinely at stake.

    'People who only talk are less important than those who actually help you survive.'

    Those who didn't realize this would die sooner or later, even if left alone.

    Of course, there were faster ways to deal with them.

    'If necessary, I should attend the gathering and take them to a high-level hunting ground.'

    At an appropriate time, a group hunt would reveal how wide the gap had grown.

    If they still didn't get it, leaving them to die there would be straightforward.

    'It's just a matter of not helping them when danger arises.'

    I opened a few personal chat windows and glanced at Lily, who stood nearby, addressing her.

    "Do you have something to say?"

    When I asked why she had come to see me in person instead of sending a message, Lily swallowed hard and spoke.

    "I came to express my gratitude for your help last time. Thanks to you, we managed to retrieve the entire shipment of Cratoll before it hit the market."

    "The events in America were probably more challenging for Sniper than for me."

    "I've already thanked him. But I haven't been able to convey my gratitude to K, and the President insisted on asking me to pass something along."

    The mention of the President alone was disconcerting. I feared he might try to pressure me using the President's name, making me subconsciously tense.

    Before I could voice any thoughts, Lily retrieved a flat box from her inventory.

    "While there can't be an official announcement, he wanted to express his gratitude on behalf of the nation."

    I hadn't done it for a reward.

    Moreover, I wasn't inclined to get involved with the US government by exchanging favors.

    'Remaining as a neutral entity that's hard to ignore in the political arena is more than enough.'

    I wasn't keen on establishing friendly relations with any particular group. Hence, I was about to refuse what Lily offered.

    "We've prepared this considering various situations, so I hope you'll accept it graciously."

    When Lily opened the box, I was rendered speechless with refusal.

    A dazzling rainbow light flowed from within the box.

    My eyes, busily scanning, quickly took stock of the items inside.

    'Twelve.'

    The box Lily had brought contained an astounding twelve attribute stones.

    Four were high-rank, seven were intermediate, and one was low-rank.

    My gaze involuntarily trembled at the radiant light emitted by the attribute stones.

    'Absorbing all of these would secure me several thousand attribute mana.'

    No doubt, the most crucial aspect for me was securing attribute mana.

    The principle of keeping a distance from the political world with minimal restraint.

    And the benefits I would receive from accepting these.

    These two elements collided head-on, causing my expression to harden.

    From a slightly creaking movement, I lifted my gaze to study Lily's face.

    Though she appeared a bit tense, there was no visible ulterior motive.

    However, taking things at face value was not something I could do.

    'It's excessive to offer something like this purely out of gratitude.'

    Acquiring this quantity would typically require purchases through several players.

    'The President wouldn't have the means to supply mana.'

    Ultimately, earthly capital paid its price.

    'The auction price for attribute stones has steadily increased.'

    Before I offered usage rights to club members as a trade condition, this trend had already naturally developed.

    Attribute mana's importance began to rise.

    Considering these points, the cash-to-mana exchange rate was beyond my estimation.

    I alternated glances between Lily and the attribute stones, asking a straightforward question.

    "From what you're saying, it doesn't seem like you're proposing an exchange for the usage rights I offered..."

    "No, it's simply a gift from our side as a token of appreciation."

    "Have you considered not exchanging it for the rights? Opportunities to obtain high-priced skills or magic from the shop cheaply won't often come."

    "As I've repeatedly stated, this is merely a token of thanks. A gift prepared to express our gratitude for what K has done, devoid of any ulterior meaning."

    I understood America's reason for expressing gratitude.

    Unlike Korea, where gun possession is illegal, if Cratoll had flooded the market, it would've undoubtedly resulted in significant issues.

    It wasn't odd to express gratitude since it had been prevented.

    However, receiving it in pure intentions seemed too much for my mind to accept.

    "To prevent any misunderstandings... most of it consists of contributions from local players. After hearing what K had done, they voluntarily contributed."

    Thus, accepting them wouldn't mean I was indebted to America.

    Despite the reasonable words, I couldn't easily extend my hand.

    'One can't merely accept the words of a spokesperson representing an organization seeking specific interests.'

    I didn't easily trust people.

    When the subject transitioned from individuals to organizations, trust plummeted further.

    Despite this, after contemplation.

    "Alright then."

    I accepted the 'gift' Lily offered.

    Receiving it might eventually compel me to consider American affairs one day.

    Yet, knowing that, I couldn't deny it.

    'If I don't continue to grow, there may be no next step.'

    Facing attribute mana, it was foolish to uphold principles or pride.

    Mana, be it ordinary or attribute, was beneficial in quantity.

    That abundant mana would become the source ensuring my survival until this war ended.

    "Please convey my gratitude."

    Of course, there was a slight embarrassment, causing my voice to shrink.

    'I drew a line so clearly, but now accepting it with open arms looks foolish.'

    Returning it was less appealing than being brazen.

    "We are the ones who should be grateful."

    Indeed, Lily only seemed to have come to convey gratitude as she prepared to leave.

    However, I had a purpose as well.

    "Since you're here, why not meet some others? They're my party members."

    At my signal, Kim Yul beamed warmly and greeted Lily.

    "Hello. I'm Kim Yul!"

    "Oh... It's nice to meet you. I'm Lily Evans."

    While glancing between me and Kim Yul, Lily extended her hand for a handshake.

    She seemed to try masking it, but she couldn't completely hide her surprise.

    As someone who typically kept personal information private, I understood the surprise in introducing others.

    However, it wasn't a spur of the moment decision.

    'The Association is gradually establishing itself.'

    While I focused on hunting and growth, the Association steadily expanded its presence.

    As a result, the Order's officials reached out to the Association as soon as they recognized the issue between Earth and Bihar.

    It seemed they had acknowledged the Player's Association as Earth's representative institution.

    'They're maintaining an organic communication network with governments of various countries.'

    They're setting a framework for rules and regulations that will apply to players.

    The Association was bound to grow further, so I deemed it beneficial to introduce key figures in advance.

    'Taeho refused to reveal his identity due to concerns, so I only brought Kim Yul.'

    Yang Taeho's wife was recovering from surgery, and he wished not to impose undue stress on his family.

    - There's no need to enter willingly, right?

    - Until they approach first, I'll refrain from taking action.

    Understandably, he'd have reservations about voluntary entry to the National Intelligence Service.

    Given his wife's condition, he wouldn't want to burden her further with worry.

    'I couldn't completely hide him from notice while moving together.'

    Fortunately, his full name had not yet been exposed, and I chose to respect his wishes.

    In contrast, Kim Yul's circumstances differed, allowing a public introduction.

    'Despite being younger compared to those in the Association's key positions.'

    Having prepared for the professional world early, I wasn't particularly concerned.

    As expected, Kim Yul quickly established a warm rapport with Lily, showcasing his unique social skills.

    "Could you share your code name? May I add you as a friend?"

    "Oh, right. I almost forgot. You can find me as KJuni or Kj."

    In that brief moment, he had already added her as a friend.

    Of course, it wasn't his usual full demeanor.

    Typically, Kim Yul would've shared his code name and suggested adding as friends first, before Lily even asked.

    'Is he a bit nervous?'

    It wasn't a major issue. With more experiences, he'd soon become comfortable.

    As Lily and Kim Yul exchanged conversation, approaching players found it easier to engage with the atmosphere.

    Organizations like the Association had seen significant expansion recently, cumulatively leading to more familiar faces.

    Of course, a few newcomers to the Association were introduced separately.

    While interacting with those who gathered around me, a distinct gaze fell upon me.

    Even without looking, I was confident Fabian was the source.

    'It's evident he's trying so hard.'

    There was nothing special in the ongoing discussions.

    At most, it was a casual suggestion to dine together post-assembly.

    Fabian, fully aware of this—having advanced to Silver—likely heard everything.

    Yet, he responded with actions colored by inferiority.

    Around the time I shook my head at this realization, a familiar figure appeared at the assembly's entrance.

    'Yuria.'

    It was Yuria Vermot, the high priest of the Order of Palao, wearing her expansive priestly robes.

    Upon standing, Yuria, while scanning the hall, quickly spotted me.

    Beaming like a child, she waved her hand, her long sleeve partially rolled up.

    It was a welcome that could only be described as slightly embarrassing.

    Not an unfamiliar experience, I responded awkwardly with a nod.

    Then Lario, accompanying her, led her inside, holding onto her hand.

    The Order of Palao staff who came along also began taking seats reserved inside.

    This initiated the arrival of officials attending the general assembly.

    Before long, a voice boomed throughout the hall via a loudspeaker magic tool.

    "The general assembly will commence shortly. Please be seated. Repeating, the general assembly will commence, so all attendees, please take your seats."

    Seven individuals attended the general assembly from each Order.

    Including this meeting's attendees from the Association, nearly sixty participants were expected.

    As a result, the meeting commenced a bit later.

    "Let's begin."

    Jose Wolfrian, the high priest of Temoria presiding over the meeting, declared in a business-like tone as the secretary nodded and continued.

    "Inaugurating the general assembly of May 22, Year 992 after the Great Change."

    With that announcement, the sound of riffling through meeting materials filled the hall busily.

    I also straightened my posture, unfolding the documents I received earlier from Lario.
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    The meeting commenced with a report outlining the current state of the human trafficking issue.

    It was me who delivered that report and, having prepared the details in advance, it wasn't particularly challenging.

    The discovery and resolution of the problem, and the listing of information uncovered in the process, proceeded monotonously.

    Though, the content itself was anything but monotonous.

    "... Including the confirmed corpses, it is estimated that only the human casualties number in the thousands."

    There were hundreds of people saved that day, and the corpses found in the period observed by Ladriol were several times more.

    If this issue had been ongoing for a long time, the death toll surpassing tens of thousands wouldn't be surprising.

    It's truly disheartening, but if that were all, this meeting wouldn't have taken place.

    Bihar operates under a strict caste system, and those we rescued weren't of significant status in this world.

    Most survivors were impoverished individuals without identification or a clear abode.

    Even on Earth, low-income workers are sent to dangerous sites where they often lose their lives.

    Yet, such occurrences rarely result in legal amendments.

    It signifies that a single human life can't alter the most conservative elements of society.

    'That's reality.'

    If it is this way in places crying for equality, it is undoubtedly worse in a caste system like Bihar.

    Notifying the higher-ups about this issue might only link Bihar more closely with Earth's crime syndicates and little beyond that.

    As long as those dying in such situations are weak and powerless, for the Order, this issue is merely a vexing nuisance.

    Hence, when reporting this issue to the Order, I linked it to another issue.

    "As per your preliminary report... you mentioned that the human trafficking network seems to have dealings with traitors. Is that correct?"

    I highlighted a topic to which Bihar's power structure would react sensitively.

    "Yes, that's correct."

    "And the basis for that assumption...?"

    "Among the survivors rescued this time, there were Demi-humans with the farm's mark on their bodies."

    "Ah, yes, it's recorded in the meeting materials. You ensured testimonies were secured, and these survivors are under Palao's protection, correct?"

    "Yes."

    Some of the survivors were Demi-humans who had been in the Somol Fortress, which the Order's forces are currently besieging.

    It seemed they were trying to clean up before retreating from the area.

    Selling some of them outside instead of killing them explains why there are survivors from the farms.

    'A few traitors must have been trying to earn some pocket money.'

    I had no idea where those colluding with monsters planned to use the money they made.

    The phenomenon signified one thing.

    'The enemy has no intention of defending the Somol Fortress.'

    Indeed, the third main scenario was proceeding rather smoothly.

    Compared to the Villea Fortress recapture in the South, even the monsters' numbers were significantly lower.

    Such circumstances lent credence to the hypothesis I presented.

    'Traitors are the most sensitive issue in Bihar.'

    Perhaps due to a bygone incident where their pride was bruised, the Order's higher-ups, including nobles from various nations, flared with hatred the moment the subject of traitors came up.

    Even Rashar, known for a naturally good heart and a positive outlook on all situations, wasn't an exception.

    So by proposing that the human trafficking network had ties with traitors, I thought more people would show interest in the issue.

    'Though, at most, it only keeps it from being dismissed as a nuisance.'

    It was absurd that preliminary work like this was necessary to address an issue where thousands had possibly perished.

    "My report concludes here."

    Having finished my rather lengthy report, I swallowed a sigh and took my seat.

    I then cast my gaze toward Lily, who wasn't too far away.

    It was her turn to act, signaling the Player Association's involvement.

    'After all, she's the representative of the Association.'

    What were the odds that an agent from a major nation, priding itself as the world's police, would be selected as a player and, coincidentally, be a Beta tester, growing at unusual speed compared to other players?

    Lily, picked against such odds, was naturally pivotal to the Association's growth.

    'Frankly, the Association's stable growth can largely be credited to her.'

    Her background, warranting a level of wariness from some, served as a foundation of trust for others.

    "May we speak first if you don't mind?"

    When Lily raised her hand and spoke, the Order's representatives nodded in agreement.

    "First, we express our condolences to those who fell victims to this tragic event, and our Player Association promises to do its utmost in resolving this unfortunate incident."

    She didn't apologize. It implied that the blame didn't lie solely on one side.

    'That's not incorrect.'

    Jang Ryun's group didn't abduct the Demi-humans; they merely 'purchased' them.

    Those who sold them weren't Earthlings but Biharin.

    "The most urgent matter is establishing a proper investigative agency. Subsequently, based on interrogations of survivors, we could identify groups involved in these crimes and proceed with investigations, how does that sound?"

    I attentively listened to Lily's proposal.

    "If granted investigative authority, we will take responsibility and..."

    "Well..."

    Yet, before she finished, an interruption occurred.

    "Even if an investigative agency is established, entrusting it to Outsiders doesn't seem like a wise decision."

    It was a priest, appearing to be in his early fifties, who cut off Lily Evans.

    'Hmm, high-Rank, affiliation is...'

    Senoa. The symbol on the priest's collar confirmed this to me, cooling my gaze.

    - We just bought what was for sale. Why are you stirring up trouble with us?

    - Right, wasn't it the Order that facilitated the entire supply chain anyway?

    It was as though I could hear the last rants of those I'd dealt with during the cleanup after killing Jang Ryun's group.

    'I'm not exactly sure who.'

    There were people within the Order involved in this issue.

    Senoa and Agnotia were prime suspects.

    'Jang Ryun and his group, whom I killed, were all affiliated with Senoa and Agnotia.'

    Not just many, but all members belonged to these two Orders, which left no room for doubt.

    That's why I purposely entangled the issue with the traitors to inflate the noise around it.

    To ensure these two Orders wouldn't conceal or cover up the problem.

    I barely had time to scrutinize the priest stroking his well-trimmed beard before abruptly...

    Suddenly, the faces of the rescued survivors overlapped on the priest's face, causing me to close my eyes tightly.

    The remnants of their expressions and gazes teased away at a part inside me.

    'I know it's not my responsibility.'

    A mere individual like me cannot possibly correct everything wrong in the world.

    I am not duty-bound to save them.

    I've never even met them.

    Yet, why does it continually circle, agitating and troubling my heart?

    The sudden hallucination sufficiently drove my mood into the depths.

    I made repeated deep breaths, trying to rid myself of the unpleasant sensation.

    Perhaps, I had become slightly more composed, for I could calm my turmoil faster than expected.

    Opening my eyes again, I pierced my gaze back at Senoa's High-Rank Priest.

    This time, I didn't see survivors' faces superimposed.

    I barely heaved a sigh of relief before Senoa's High-Rank Priest resumed speaking.

    "If given investigative authority, who knows what cruel acts they might perpetrate in the shadows."

    Lily and other player's leading association's players' expressions stiffened.

    Of course, not all priests viewed players with tinted lenses.

    As proof, hose Wolfrian was firm when he intervened against Senoa's priest.

    "Priest Gallonic, refrain from making disrespectful remarks."

    "I'm sorry, chairman. But I couldn't remain silent knowing the disrespect it entails to speak of it."

    The Priest Gallonic, who continuously stroked his beard, narrowed his eyes and spoke.

    "To consider harvesting organs from living beings, it is indeed savage."

    It was a moment when the atmosphere of the conference hall grew acutely tense.

    "Priest Gallonic, what on earth are you talking about?"

    "I demand you retract your statement immediately!"

    Other priests present at the conference voiced their dissuasion of Gallonic.

    But words once spoken cannot be unsaid.

    With a heavy thud, the players began their counteroffensive.

    "You folks aren't in any position to lecture others about savagery."

    It was a player named Coconut, bearing scars deeply etched on his left cheek and neck.

    'Now, as a third-wave player, he's already a Silver rank; he is progressing fast.'

    Lily's eyes glared fiercely as she looked back at him.

    Yet, undeterred, Coconut furrowed his face gruffly and retorted.

    "At least we don't indulge in the vile acts of exploiting and selling our kin."

    "Coconut, stop it."

    Lily intervened to prevent Coconut's remarks from escalating further.

    But given that those with enough intelligence to listen respectfully wouldn't have spoken like that in the first place.

    "What, do you lack anything else to sell, resorting to trafficking live people, such barbarism."

    "What? Are you directing those remarks at us?"

    "Then who else could it possibly be? In this era, human trafficking is... indeed, it truly lowers one's level."

    "You conniving and selfish brutes! You little scum are the real savages!"

    Gallonic leaped up from his seat with a flushed face, retorting harshly.

    "You, ignorant of honor yet drooling over gold and silver, not recognizing your place!"

    It was enough to confirm how some Biharin viewed players.

    By this point, it wasn't merely a dispute between Gallonic and Coconut.

    "Given how obsessed your kind is with money!"

    "Not wrong. There wouldn't be so many secured Demi-humans with players if there weren't any traffickers in Bihar."

    "Seeing folks selling their kin for money, it seems your acclaimed honor is just cheap."

    "So uncivilized!"

    Frankly speaking, I wanted to shut the mouths of those ruining the meeting's atmosphere.

    Simultaneously, there was a sense of surrealism as if watching a sitcom.

    'A mess.'

    Instead of seeking solutions for a common issue, they were busy pointing out each other's faults.

    Seeing such an absurd situation, I thought it might be better to live as a beast.

    "Stop it! Both of you cease immediately!"

    Lily and Jose Wolfrian stood up to calm the overheated individuals.

    Of course, it wasn't particularly effective.

    Amidst the room filled with loud arguments.

    Tap, tap, tap.

    I lightly tapped the table with my fingers.

    Initially, it was completely drowned out by the loud voices filling the hall.

    But once, twice, then thrice.

    The persistent sound started spreading, drawing the attention of those around me.

    As more people noticed and turned their gaze towards me, it reached even those far away.

    Eventually, the sound reached Coconut.

    Just as he was about to continue his shouting, he glanced my way.
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    Finally, I removed my hand that was tapping on the table.

    Afterward, I leaned back in the chair with my arms crossed, tilting my head slightly.

    Although I wasn't explicitly speaking, I fixed my eyes fiercely on Coconut.

    If you insisted, it could be said that I was speaking with my eyes.

    'Shut your mouth.'

    Otherwise, I would personally ensure it was shut.

    Coconut seemed to understand the silent pressure I applied, surprisingly well.

    The fact that he gulped dryly after almost mouthing something proved so.

    Given that he stopped talking entirely, it appeared he swallowed whatever he intended to say.

    The chilling atmosphere quickly spread to the other players who had been siding with Coconut.

    Even the order's affiliates dealing with them had no reason to shout.

    Once a satisfactory result was achieved, I relaxed my gaze and raised one hand into the air.

    Then, folding each finger, I spoke.

    "Malcolm Grimaren, Ereomat Sham, Sigren Gaol..."

    As I listed a total of seven names, some of the priests' faces darkened.

    'So they know who they are.'

    Their reaction was natural.

    The names I just mentioned belonged to leaders of a significant human trafficking organization from the former Kairoth kingdom where Viceta was.

    It was thanks to Horfe that I knew their information.

    "If their base is near Viceta, it's likely there are suppliers among them."

    These seven were not the only ones.

    Horfe had marked both illegal traffickers and legitimate slave traders.

    The reason for leaving them be was simple.

    'They haven't touched the Beastfolk yet.'

    If any of them dared to engage in human trafficking of the Beastfolk, he would not hesitate to eliminate them.

    The massacre that occurred at Viceta previously happened in such a manner.

    Horfe had a broader information network than I had imagined.

    And it seemed the 7 great orders were no different.

    "There are those who know and those who do not."

    I leaned slightly forward toward the table and continued speaking.

    "Frankly, not knowing is nothing to boast about. After all, even I, an Outsider, found this out without much effort."

    Although I did rely on Horfe's power, it was true that I didn't struggle to uncover the information.

    "Ahem."

    Despite the discomforting remark, there was no particular backlash. Only subtle signs of displeasure were shown.

    This was because my position and Coconut's were different. You could call it a difference in presence.

    "For those who don't know, I would like to ask those who do know these names. Why aren't they being captured and left untouched?"

    If heard superficially, it might have sounded like I'm picking a fight.

    "The answer you would give to this question is the same answer we would give."

    On closer examination, it was a suggestion to understand each other's stance.

    Criticizing each other's reality, limitations, and faults won't change the situation.

    Acknowledging the unchangeable fixed factors quickly and seeking a resolution considering them is right.

    This saves both time and effort.

    "We, too, cannot unconditionally punish those involved in organ trafficking."

    Hence, I mentioned their limitations as well as our own.

    'It's not just your problem.'

    This was a clear concession and consideration.

    The faces of the order's affiliates slightly eased up when they realized this.

    Admitting weaknesses might seem as if voluntarily, but it's better than hiding them.

    "Moreover, it's impossible to publicize this issue in our world."

    While speaking, I glanced at Lily to confirm.

    Lily, who had been watching me, nodded slightly with a grim expression.

    That's expected. It's the reality, after all.

    'Reality, the damned reality.'

    At some point, I was clenching my hand hidden under the table when I took a deep breath.

    After regaining composure, I suggested a viable solution given the current situation.

    "However, there is ample room to resolve this in Bihar."

    By placing bounties at the association level on players involved in human trafficking.

    Then forming an investigation team comprising players and Biharin to let Biharin manage the arrests.

    'This way, we can minimize incidents of innocent players killing innocent players.'

    If they hadn't come through the Hole into Bihar, as long as they don't contact a Gate, they can't return to earth.

    Thus, detaining the captured in Bihar shouldn't be difficult.

    Instead, to prevent the Biharin from indiscriminately killing other players using this as an excuse, the leadership of the search agency should be the role of a player.

    'Brains from the players, limbs from the Biharin.'

    This was the best scenario I could draw regarding this issue.

    "Therefore, a formally empowered investigation agency in Bihar is necessary."

    I concluded my words with an additional remark.

    "If things proceed that way, I plan to volunteer for the investigation."

    After all, I already had a bounty mission.

    No matter how many players I unjustly kill, the bounty missions on me wouldn't increase.

    'The ten-day timer is about to end.'

    From then on, it would be possible for me to see the locations of other bounty hunters.

    This means controlling the risk to some extent becomes possible.

    Considering all factors, one could say I am the most optimized player for taking down players.

    Despite having pondered over it, ultimately, I chose to volunteer instead of storming out of the conference hall.

    When I distinctly expressed my intentions, Jose Wolfrian, who had surveyed the hall, spoke up.

    "If so..."

    Finally, the proper meeting commenced.

    * * *

    There were numerous realistic issues and dealing with each one to reach the goal wasn't an easy task.

    Thus, the general meeting concluded about five to six hours later.

    Of course, not all processes were concluded.

    Today, we merely organized the responsibilities of the agency, investigation domain, and coordination with the governing nobles.

    A second meeting is necessary after confirming and finalizing the discussed content.

    'At the earliest then.'

    Or in the subsequent third meeting, the selection of officials might proceed.

    'It seems like the first step is well in place.'

    I rubbed my tired eyes while exhaling a lengthy breath.

    While a player's physique surpasses human limits, mental strength is a different issue.

    Prolonged focus was enough to induce fatigue.

    I habitually massaged my neck as I stood up.

    'Let's get out for now.'

    As I moved, Kim Yul followed swiftly, inquiring.

    "I don't have to come next time, right?"

    "Precisely, no reason to come."

    Today, I attended as the primary discoverer.

    I wasn't affiliated with the association, leaving no reason to continually attend follow-up meetings.

    It's somewhat unsettling not being able to perfectly control the situation.

    'Given that there are many familiar faces within the association, conveying updates shouldn't be a problem.'

    Comforting myself that the worst could be avoided was the best course.

    "Thank goodness, this is not something I can do twice. Ugh, it's stiff."

    Unlike me who was left with slight anxiety, Kim Yul seemed quite pleased not having to attend this dull meeting again.

    "Yawwwwn."

    Stretching as if loosening a stiff body, he yawned widely, evidently having found it quite tiresome.

    Considering how he battled drowsiness next to me throughout, it wasn't surprising.

    'No fault of his.'

    After all, I brought him along to introduce him to people in the association.

    The conference content was completely noted by me, so Kim Yul's assistance wasn't required.

    "But, hyung."

    "What's up?"

    While heading to the conference hall exit, Kim Yul sneakily looked back before asking.

    "About the meal invite after the meeting, it's a gathering with association affiliates; can we join in?"

    "Since they invited us themselves, it shouldn't be an issue."

    The suggestion to dine together had come from players affiliated with the association.

    There shouldn't be any issue now claiming we can't attend due to not being affiliated with the association.

    "So, we are attending?"

    "For now."

    If I merely sent Kim Yul, there might be provocations from Fabian's side, so I'd better stay present as much as possible.

    "Can we head there first?"

    "Well, let's see..."

    Checking towards Lily, she was still conversing with priests from her own Meferoseta order.

    Other players were likewise engaged.

    I had already communicated all necessary matters to the Palao order, leaving me no reason to stay behind.

    'Let's head out.'

    Conveniently, the gathering location was decided to be Loborre's pub.

    Instead of getting embroiled in a hassle by lingering here, I intended to leave early.

    When I decided to take Kim Yul and leave, a swift presence approached us from behind.

    Had I stayed put, there might have been a collision.

    But I had no intention of being caught off guard and subtly sidestepped.

    Not surprisingly, someone who had approached with a deliberate pace and distance passed by me, frowning hard.

    'That's the guy.'

    It was Gallonic, the high-ranking priest from the Senoa order, who tried to sabotage the meeting from the start.

    'Seemed intent on ruining this meeting.'

    His eyes were intensely hostile, perhaps due to my interference.

    'Doesn't even bother to hide his hostility.'

    Maybe he felt there was no need to hide it.

    'He must have a significant backer.'

    I hadn't heard anything from Jordan or Rashar.

    But it was clear Gallonic had a backing.

    Importantly, the question was how high his backing went.

    'It's likely no less than those ranking above, like the chief high priest of Temoria.'

    Despite his obvious provocation, remaining in the meeting without being expelled showed that Jose Wolfrian couldn't handle him lightly and had to tolerate him to some extent.

    'Not a favorable situation.'

    There wouldn't be many with such considerable backing.

    Despite wracking my brain, only three or four viable candidates came to mind.

    Breathing a sigh of exasperation seemed inevitable if any of them were in the backing.

    'That would explain his brazen attitude.'

    Presumably, it's the confidence from believed immunity even if connections to traffickers come to light.

    I stood at the conference hall exit, glaring at Gallonic's receding figure.

    'Why did no one warn me about him?'

    It was perplexing that neither Jordan nor Rashar alerted me about him despite his blatant behavior.

    'Did they not know?'

    Unlikely.

    'It makes no sense they wouldn't know when he acts so overtly.'

    Based on the situation I encountered and Gallonic's actions, it was more logical to assume they deliberately excluded information.

    'Why though?'

    While pondering the puzzle, I noticed a Senoa's low-ranking priest hurrying over from the direction Gallonic was heading.

    'A low-ranking priest from Senoa.'

    After recognizing the new individual's affiliation from his attire, I promptly circulated mana throughout my body.

    Coincidentally, Gallonic began conversing with the newly arrived low-ranking priest.

    "What's the matter here?"

    Indeed, they were acquainted.

    "An urgent visitor arrived unexpectedly seeking to meet you..."

    "Visitor? Who would come without prior notice?"

    "He didn't mention a name, but..."

    The low-ranking priest's voice dramatically lowered.
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    Fortunately, the distance wasn't so far that I couldn't hear.

    "We were told earlier to inform you immediately if someone arrived from Santorna..."

    At the words of the low-rank priest, garonik's shoulders flinched and trembled.

    As soon as I sensed movement in his head, I turned my body.

    Instead of looking directly at Gallonic, I faced Kim Yul slightly.

    One might think this sudden behavior was odd.

    However, Kim Yul, prepared as if he had anticipated it, glanced around the conference hall and murmured.

    "He's not coming out. What should we do... Should we wait?"

    Our content was something that wouldn't be strange for us to discuss standing here.

    Even if Gallonic came out of the conference room and overheard our conversation, he wouldn't find anything suspicious.

    'He's quite perceptive.'

    He adjusted to my actions perfectly, which increasingly pleased me without needing lengthy explanations.

    "You decide."

    I swallowed a smile, focusing on the sounds behind me.

    Soon, the footsteps quickened and started to fade away.

    Then, after a bit, the sound changed slightly and became blunter.

    'He turned the corner of the hallway.'

    I turned to confirm no one was standing in the stretching corridor.

    Only then did I start to follow the path Gallonic had taken.

    Because I quickened my steps, the two people had already gone quite far in a short time.

    But the senses of the Gold Rank caught some of their voices despite the distance.

    "... This should be enough. What were the features of the person who visited?"

    "They were wearing a hood..."

    "That will do."

    "But what about the banquet in the capital tonight? Lady Giselle keeps asking repeatedly. She's urging for a quick response..."

    "Tch, what a nuisance... No, maybe this is good... I need to secure more invitations, so contact Giselle."

    That's as far as I could hear, as I had reached the corner of the hallway and had to stop.

    There was no guarantee that Gallonic wouldn't turn around once he reached the end of this corridor.

    Beyond this hallway was a long, straight corridor that took about five minutes to walk from end to end.

    Since I had taken the same path while coming to the conference hall, I was sure.

    Even if I used Invisibility, the symbol above my head would remain, and there were no structures to conceal it.

    'I don't need to get caught following them.'

    I stood at the corner of the hallway, listening to their voices grow fainter.

    "Ah, yes! But what about your attendance..."

    "I'll be there, so stop urging me! I need to send a telegram first."

    "And, uh, what kind of attire should we prepare...?"

    Soon, their voices became softer and harder to distinguish from those remaining in the conference hall.

    'Santorna, the capital, banquet, Giselle, attendance, telegram...'

    While I etched a few keywords into my mind, Kim Yul approached and spoke.

    "Doesn't it seem a bit off to you?"

    More than a bit, to be honest.

    "It seems quite off."

    "Do you think they're associated with them... or perhaps colluding?"

    "It's not certain."

    I said it vaguely, but the possibility was there.

    Kim Yul's gaze darkened slightly.

    He seemed to recall the horrific scenes he had witnessed in the past.

    "Do you think the Order suspects them? They can't be completely unaware, right?"

    Kim Yul's voice was uncharacteristically sullen.

    "Who knows..."

    I leaned against the wall of the hallway, arms crossed, lost in thought.

    'It's not a massive shock that the traffickers are in cahoots with the monster side.'

    They're just those kinds of people doing those kinds of things.

    It wasn't something I found shocking or disappointing.

    However, if members of the Order were entangled with the traitors...

    I swallowed a sigh as I raised my head, seeing a massive statue of the World Tree carved in white marble.

    The sculpture was as tall as a 10-story building, visible from anywhere in the Central Temple.

    Its presence was quite powerful.

    'Then what's the use?'

    When the 7 Great Orders, which should be united under the banner of harmony, are in such disarray.

    How aware are the 7 Great Gods of this chaos?

    Without any answers to those increasingly burdensome questions, stopping to ponder wasn't an option.

    I lowered my gaze slightly to organize my thoughts.

    'I'm quite certain about some collaboration between certain Orders and the traffickers.'

    At the very least, some high-ranking officials affiliated with Senoa and Agnotia were definitely cooperating.

    Since the lives of players affiliated with those Orders were at stake, they wouldn't lie.

    'On the other hand, it's too soon to confirm the Order's collaboration with the traitors.'

    There was no clear evidence.

    'Unlike the previous case, there is no testimony.'

    Yet, there were too many suspicious aspects to completely dismiss the doubt.

    'Leaving the investigation to the Order would just be pointless.'

    Gallonic's support overshadowed everything; an investigation wouldn't achieve anything.

    Besides, I didn't have the means to investigate him myself.

    'If I mishandle this, today's meeting might become useless.'

    There's no guarantee that Gallonic's backers wouldn't press the Order's headquarters.

    If I let my guard down, I might get blindsided.

    With my forehead creased, I tapped my temple with my finger.

    Absorbed in grappling with elusive thoughts, I didn't even realize my external senses had dulled.

    "Hyung."

    It wasn't until Kim Yul, standing next to me, tapped my shoulder that I became aware of the situation.

    "K, you haven't left yet."

    "Priestess Yuria."

    Yuria and her party, who had emerged from the conference hall, were right next to us.

    Smiling as warmly as ever, she gestured slightly toward the conference hall and spoke.

    "It seems everyone is getting up from their seats."

    It seemed like her subtle way of telling us to leave now. It was a considerate gesture.

    Other priests were starting to discuss leaving just as the meeting concluded, according to what I had initially stated.

    In reality, priests were beginning to leave the conference room en masse.

    Yet, my feet found it difficult to move.

    I hesitated over whether to follow Gallonic down the hallway.

    'He did say he was attending the banquet in the capital.'

    There's no guarantee that trailing him to the capital would result in catching him, nor do I even have a means to travel to the capital.

    So, the option to follow Gallonic wasn't even under consideration.

    However, as I kept mulling over what Gallonic had said, a lingering unease remained.

    Eventually, I saw priests approaching upon noticing me, but I refrained from leaving and spoke.

    "Sorry for the suddenness..."

    "What is it?"

    "Is there any way for me to visit the capital?"

    "The capital?"

    Yuria looked surprised at my abrupt question.

    But soon after, her puzzled gaze met Lario's.

    That exchange alone was sufficient as an answer.

    'As expected, it won't be possible.'

    Indeed, in a world where the emperor remains alive and well, entering and exiting the capital at will wouldn't be easy.

    No players thus far have entered the capital of the Atar Empire because there are legitimate reasons behind it.

    'Although there seem to be some who have visited Gemal through portals.'

    Such visits were focused purely on sightseeing.

    Even so, the attention drawn by the player's symbol often pressured a prompt return.

    I was about to retract my request before Yuria could uncomfortably refuse it.

    "Since the second prince mocked the disappearance of the Goddess, the Order of Palao hasn't interacted with the Atar royal family."

    However, before I could open my mouth, someone else spoke up.

    "The emperor subtly dismissed us, so severing ties was simple."

    The unfamiliar voice came from the opposite direction of the conference hall, where Gallonic had departed.

    There, a man with tousled golden hair and golden eyes stood.

    His tattered cloak and shoes covered in dirt present a stark contrast to his striking eyes.

    'Around his early fifties, roughly.'

    Judging by the sword at his waist, probably a knight.

    Whether it's fortunate or unfortunate, I recognized the man's identity without needing an introduction.

    "Gretman, you've returned."

    Yuria directly introduced his name to me.

    "Yes, have you been well, Yuria?"

    The man called Gretman moved towards Yuria and me without making a sound with his footsteps.

    "Thanks to the Goddess's grace, yes. Have you been well yourself?"

    "I, too, have been well thanks to the Goddess."

    I focused my gaze on the man exchanging words with Yuria.

    'Gretman Rohil Angrimart.'

    The last remaining direct descendant of the Angrimart Empire and the first apostle of the Order of Palao.

    But among all the terms describing Gretman, his origin or affiliation isn't what stands out most.

    A brief glance downwards revealed thae sword, the most spectacular and threatening element of his background.

    'The strongest among the Biharin.'

    The only human capable of matching top warriors of other species, like Horfe.

    'At this level, is he even still considered human?'

    Honestly, even now, with a Gold Rank, I don't feel confident in prevailing over someone like Horfe or Breche.

    They were born fundamentally different from humans.

    Merely having a lot of mana doesn't ensure you're strong enough to be compared with other species.

    Yet, that man caught up to that daunting difference solely with his sword.

    'I heard it's rare to see him because he's seldom with the Order.'

    I never imagined I'd meet the greatest human swordsman quite out of the blue.

    'Unexpected, but not unwelcome.'

    Thanks to him, all the priests stealthily approaching from the conference hall halted en masse.

    As Gretman glanced at them, unable to meet his gaze, they turned away.

    "Wherever you go, it seems there's never a shortage of ants."

    "Gretman, as always, mind your words. The Goddess is watching."

    While Yuria reprimanded Gretman, I deeply resonated with his blunt words.

    So much so that I laughed unconsciously, without realizing it.

    Perhaps in response to that laughter, Gretman's gaze landed on me.

    I flinched as something other than his gaze seemed to sweep over me.

    But I didn't need to deliberate what it was.

    'He's using divinity.'

    The sensation was identical to what I had felt several times the first time I met Rashar.

    Back then, I didn't realize it was Palao's divinity that was observing me.

    Having experienced it several times now, I could distinctly recognize Palao's divinity.

    'I don't particularly exhibit any traits of charity.'

    For some reason, Gretman continued observing me with divinity activated.

    As time passed, a confrontational atmosphere began forming.

    There was no point in observing each other in silence indefinitely.

    "My name is K. Thanks to you, I managed to avoid some trouble. Thank you."

    "Honesty is good. Judging by your expression, it seems you know who I am."

    As I introduced myself, Gretman responded with a handshake.

    I grabbed his hand, nodded, and shook it firmly.

    "Yes, Sir Gretman. I've heard a lot about you."

    "I, too, have heard much about you."

    Even after, Gretman's golden eyes continued scrutinizing me up and down.

    "Is there a reason?"

    Although I asked for a reason, he neither answered nor evaded.

    Resisting the urge for my gaze to shift towards Yuria, I shook my head.

    "No, just out of curiosity..."

    "I could take you to the capital, though."

    Damned System

    TL's Corner:

    To the capital.

  
    Chapter 170

    Chapter 170. Playing Catch-Up (2)

    It was a sudden proposal.

    While I hesitated, unable to grasp the intention behind it, Gretman continued his talking.

    "From what I saw on the way here, there seems to be a lively banquet happening for the princess today. If I send a message, I could receive an invitation straight away."

    Though the affiliation had been severed on the order level, he claimed he could come and go as he pleased if he wanted to.

    The confident demeanor of Gretman left me speechless.

    But only for a moment, for soon, I understood why he was so self-assured.

    'Indeed, who could stop the strongest of humans anyway.'

    Should he choose to force his way through, there's probably nobody who could stop him, making any restriction on his movement pointless.

    'It's a formidable influence for a mere individual to wield.'

    Even in a situation where priests and holy knights can no longer receive blessings, it's likely that the continuing existence of the Order of Palao, albeit at a low level, has much to do with that man's influence.

    For such a person to say he'd bring me to the imperial city.

    Gretman's offer was more than enough to fulfill what I desired.

    Arguably, it made me suspicious for that very reason.

    'Even though we belong to the same order, what reason does he have to help this much?'

    Gretman referred to Palao as a Goddess.

    While I had already learned that Palao's form was feminine, there weren't many who actually called her a Goddess.

    'It seemed like a term used only by those with deep faith who had formed a direct bond with Palao.'

    Even Rashar, who follows Palao, had never referred to her as Goddess.

    In contrast, Gretman naturally referred to Palao as Goddess, just like Yuria.

    It signified a strong affection or bond he had with Palao.

    'For such a person to contact the imperial family, which mocked the order and ignored Palao, first?'

    Just to take someone like me, an Outsider, to the imperial city?

    'What's he thinking?'

    The kindness without knowing the exact reason bred suspicion.

    However, the unsettling impression left by Gallonic was too blatant to refuse this offer.

    'Leaving it to the order is not an option.'

    These are people who are suspected of deliberately excluding information about Gallonic.

    I have no choice but to see and judge for myself.

    'In that case.'

    After reaching a conclusion, I nodded and said,

    "Please, I'm in your debt and will surely repay you."

    There's no guarantee that I'll gain anything just because I follow to the imperial city.

    'At least I'll have the chance to observe that guy.'

    Better than not going at all.

    Once I set my mind, Gretman looked me up and down and asked,

    "You don't intend to go in that attire, do you? Don't they have formal clothing here?"

    "Ah."

    I realized my oversight. It was a problem that hadn't crossed my mind at all.

    A banquet is ultimately a party, right?

    Having never attended such a gathering, it would be strange to have clothing suitable for attending one.

    "...... I don't."

    I thought perhaps I should ask to have a tuxedo sent from Earth, but Gretman suddenly reached over.

    I saw him move, but the thought to avoid it didn't even form in my mind.

    Thus, I had to leave myself entirely to him.

    "You're not as fleshy as I expected."

    I wondered why he did it, then realized he seemed to be confirming my size, not with his eyes but with his hands.

    "We might have to adjust my clothes for you, but it's probably best to try on directly before altering. Let's go. I'll head in first, Yuria."

    "But Gretman..."

    "I'll ensure no encounters with her."

    Could 'him' perhaps refer to the 2nd princess mentioned earlier?

    While the discord between the Order of Palao and the 2nd princess seemed apparent, it wasn't the right moment to inquire further.

    "...... Please take care, Gretman."

    "Yes, don't worry. You, follow me."

    Gretman took hold of me and moved with firm strides.

    "Uh...uh...."

    Startled, Kim Yul hesitated to follow, then stopped in place.

    It seemed he wasn't sure if he could join or not.

    I was just as bewildered.

    'I know dragging time when I've already decided to go is pointless...'

    Gretman effortlessly took control, steering things his way.

    Perhaps due to his long reign from above, interacting with him felt like a one-way street.

    Feeling flustered as I was led by Gretman, I matched his pace to avoid being dragged any further.

    Once I matched his speed, Gretman let go, walking faster.

    I followed closely behind, sending a message to Kim Yul left in the conference hall.

    - K: I'll inform Lily Evans, so you go to Loborre and bond with the association. Can you do that?

    - Kj: Okay, I got it......

    The moment I exited the central temple and confirmed Kim Yul's response.

    "How much do you know about the etiquette of the Atar Empire?"

    Training and studying key figures were challenging enough without learning such things.

    "I haven't learned anything separately."

    "Is that so? Then I'd better teach you the basics."

    As I honestly confessed, a rapid briefing session began.

    Bringing out all my concentration, I listened to Gretman's advice for a while.

    Suddenly, I realized he had been casually addressing me informally from start to finish.

    A painfully late realization.

    By nature, I was sensitive to the demeanor shown by seniors upon first meeting.

    The Confucian tradition of unconditionally respecting elders is to honor the time they have lived.

    Yet there are many who chose to live reprehensible lives rather than accumulating respectable time.

    Hence, I tended to apply a stricter standard to people older than myself.

    However, facing Gretman, such thoughts didn't even cross my mind.

    Indicating I had completely lost my usual composure.

    '...... I've been entirely overshadowed by him.'

    Indeed, that's likely why I was easily led here.

    'Though I go in hopes of tracing Gallonic's background.'

    Getting swept away by the opponent was not my intent.

    When I'd barely met him before, I had no idea why Gretman himself would want to take me to the imperial city, so I had to steady my focus.

    'If I'm not careful, I might get caught up in someone else's plot.'

    I took a deep breath and looked at Gretman one step ahead, trying to regain my composure.

    Though the endeavor wasn't particularly meaningful.

    I had to strain to keep my expression neutral the moment we entered the banquet hall following Gretman.

    "Is that the Outsider?"

    "My goodness, there's really something on his head."

    "Isn't that Outsider called K, by any chance?"

    "Gretman returning to the imperial city... could he be appeased?"

    "Would he even be in a position for that? It's probably just that he's become regretful of severing ties with the imperial family."

    The whispering voices and the blatant stares prickling my skin.

    Perceiving each one clearly was torture.

    'I understand, being the only one with a symbol on.'

    Despite understanding, the situation of being ogled like a zoo monkey was far from pleasant.

    To make matters worse, considering Gretman's visits to the imperial city had been infrequent, attention fell on us heavily.

    Ignoring the gazes showering from all sides, I observed the opulent surroundings of the banquet hall.

    At the same time, I recollected and organized the things I'd learned while trying on Gretman's clothes.

    'The Emperor of the Atar Empire has five legitimate children.'

    Four are sons born to concubines, while one is the only child born to the empress, who is a daughter.

    'She's the emperor's precious youngest, born when he was over forty.'

    It's not surprising the princess should monopolize the emperor's affection.

    Reportedly, in the past, the emperor clashed with officials over marrying the empress, who had a humble status.

    There's no father who wouldn't adore a child born with the woman he truly loved.

    Emperor's affection for the princess runs deep enough that talks of appointing her as crown princess aren't shocking.

    Though it seems the emperor has no intention of passing the throne to his daughter.

    'Thus, holding this banquet.'

    This banquet spurred solely by the princess's whims for merriment.

    Food replaced promptly if it cooled, even without much consumption.

    Wine lavishly filled into fountains to drink from.

    Light bouncing off dazzling jewels beams in every direction.

    A splendid and extravagant feast lasting a whole week.

    Observing the display before me, I could gather easily.

    Embedded within this banquet was the emperor's wish for his daughter to live happily, unburdened by political complexities and troubles.

    I tried to read the underlying interests at play in this banquet.

    As I did so, Gretman gestured to the various people filling the venue, providing brief explanations.

    "That one over there, he owns a mana crystal mine."

    The knowledge I gained pertained mostly to personnel in the order's military, while my knowledge of the Atar Empire was sparse.

    Thus, I attentively absorbed what Gretman explained.

    "Do you know what a spirit stone is?"

    Of course. It's currently the item I desire the most.

    "I heard it's an essential material for creating magic tools and the only means to acquire attribute mana post-birth."

    "Indeed, you're well-informed."

    This was partly why nobles or wealthy commoners bought magic tools.

    They let children born without attribute mana hold such tools.

    If fortunate, the acquisition of attribute mana could mean upward social mobility.

    "After large-scale contamination of spirit stone mine sites in the continent's south, his influence has soared. Alas, his temper is miserly. He doesn't deal with those who fall out of his favor."

    Born into wealth, he prioritizes pride over money.

    "So should you find yourself involved, do lend him some flattery. Even if it galls you. I hear you're seeking spirit stones as well. Keeping on his good side wouldn't be bad. Being quite famous among Outsiders likely caters to his vanity."

    "...... Yes, understood."

    "Over there, do you see the woman with her hair tied strangely?"

    "The one in red......."

    "Yes, the most connected matchmaker in Atar."

    From a branch family of a lower noble family, she's brokered over hundreds of marriages.

    "If you stay still, she'll approach you. You have clear-cut features that women find attractive, and your skin tone is unique."

    Rumor has it, the hottest topic in the current social circles of Gemal involves Outsiders.

    Many have become curious about Outsiders.

    "Getting treated like a plaything isn't pleasing, but forging connections will open doors for you. Don't initiate. Once they seek you out, a nod of acknowledgement suffices."

    "...... Yes."

    Gretman's information was invaluable.

    Not only did he explain, but he also guided me around, introducing me to people.

    In a way, what I was doing for Kim Yul earlier, Gretman was doing for me now.

    'Though unexpected, it's a favorable opportunity.'

    Opportunities like these don't come around easily.

    It helped me gain quite a bit as well.

    That was undeniable.

    Yet, expanding my network within Bihar wasn't why I came to the banquet hall.

    'Quiet.'

    About an hour since the feast began.

    Following Gretman, I continuously monitored Gallonic's whereabouts.

    However, Gallonic showed no unusual activity.

    He merely engaged in mundane chats with those greeting him.

    He gave the impression of brewing something when agreeing to attend.

    'Who did he give the additional invitations to? Were we not meeting here?'

    I hadn't expected immediate results by following here.

    But the anticipation deflated somewhat.

    'Just in case.'

    Watching Gallonic with plans to pursue if he moved, I had to pay constant attention.

    Thanks to Gretman moving incessantly, my vigilance was on high alert.

    As a result, or perhaps despite it, I noticed a man somewhere between Gallonic and me, pouting.

    'What's this?'

    A bulky man garmented in Agnotia priest robes.

    'Why's that guy here?'

    Unless doppelgangers exist, that must surely be Vellego.
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    It was quite rare for a priest to leave the area to which they were appointed after being ordained.

    After all, they were sent to manage the congregation in that region, with strict regulations in place to ensure they could not vacate their position.

    Typically, permission was granted only for events such as a parent's funeral or a direct relative's wedding.

    For this reason, Vellego had spent a significant amount of money to leave Chedaltman.

    On top of that, he had even lowered himself to ask favors from other nobles to obtain an invitation to the sudden imperial banquet.

    'Those who bowed before me when my father was alive, now ignore me!'

    It was inevitable, given the Protoram family's control over most southern supplies.

    However, that was all in the past—a past glory.

    Although bitter defeat surged within him over his transformed situation, what angered him more was Reitan's reaction at the imperial court, despite all the indignities he had endured to get there.

    'He must know I came here because of him.'

    After spotting Vellego, Reitan had merely shaken his head without the slightest change in expression.

    It was blatant disregard. A signal that whatever Vellego intended to do that day posed no threat whatsoever.

    Every time Vellego recalled the disdain in Reitan's eyes, he couldn't suppress the curses rising within him.

    "Damn it, damn it..."

    Even as Vellego muttered the curse he couldn't swallow, he continued to walk diligently.

    This was to pursue Reitan, who had disappeared into the crowd just a moment ago.

    'He definitely went to the second floor.'

    There lay a resting area where attendees of the banquet could relax.

    A space where they could converse with acquaintances or drink peacefully, away from the hustle and bustle of the main hall.

    Thus, even if he followed them, overhearing their conversation would be difficult.

    'There's no choice but to eavesdrop.'

    Fortunately, the banquet was taking place at the Full Moon Palace.

    While many may not know, each lounge in the Full Moon Palace was accompanied by a discreet secret space.

    'Haha, they won't even dream of it.'

    Even though Vellego wasn't originally from the Atar Empire, he knew quite a bit about the layout of the imperial palace.

    Before reaching adulthood, he frequently entered and exited the Atar Empire accompanying his father and was treated as a distinguished guest, staying in the imperial palace.

    His role was to entertain the three or four-year-old princess while his father held private discussions with the emperor.

    Such explorations with the princess had made him familiar with the palace's layout, discovering numerous secret spaces.

    Now, he was headed to one such secret location.

    Through it, he could spy on Reitan, who should be in some part of the west corridor on the second floor, without anyone noticing.

    'No matter how clever you think you are, you're still within my grasp.'

    Snorting disdainfully, Vellego finally reached his destination.

    He exited the first-floor hall and walked down a narrow corridor westwards, ending at a small cleaning supply closet likely used by the staff.

    Upon feeling along the wall, he quickly found the seam.

    "Heh heh."

    Pressing down firmly next to it, the wall groaned as it began to shift.

    Appearing as an ordinary wall, it was actually a door veneer, with bricks shaved thin and layered atop wooden boards.

    Once past that door, one would find a narrow corridor made between an exterior and an interior wall.

    'Still intact!'

    It was the four-year-old princess of the Atar Empire who had discovered this place.

    Of course, she hadn't understood what this space meant.

    As a child, she merely saw it as a hideaway from the staff, nothing more.

    But Vellego, learning of this location while playing with the princess, was at an age where he could discern its true purpose.

    'It was made to surveil all the lounges on the second floor.'

    As proof, entering here allowed one to peer into every lounge through the moon-shaped ornamental pieces inside.

    'I was worried it might have been blocked off.'

    Fortunately, it seemed the princess never revealed her secret hideout to anyone.

    Once she was older, she may have forgotten about it entirely.

    'Seeing as no maintenance or improvement was made, perhaps the emperor is unaware as well.'

    Had he known, he surely would have modified it to prevent unauthorized use.

    'Well, it's lucky for me.'

    Thanks to this, he could clandestinely monitor Reitan.

    Vellego stepped into the approximately one-meter-wide narrow passage between the exterior and interior walls.

    "Ugh."

    His belly slightly brushed both sides, making the fit tight.

    Back when he regularly visited the palace, he had been much slimmer.

    "Aye, why must I go through such trouble?"

    Why Reitan had to come all the way to Gemal, to the imperial palace at that, causing distress, was beyond him.

    Grumbling about Reitan's activities, Vellego slowly navigated through the narrow passageway.

    The passageway extended in a straight line, past a staircase leading upwards.

    Several pathways branched out at intervals, each leading to a small space where one could observe the interior of the lounges.

    'From inside, the moon-shaped decorations looked opaque as mirrors.'

    Meanwhile, here, the room's interior was visible.

    Vellego checked the lounge interiors each time a branching path appeared.

    Some were empty, while others were occupied by people drinking.

    In some cases, there were men and women engaging in more scandalous acts.

    It took about eight missteps before he finally spotted him.

    'Found him!'

    He could see Reitan's annoyingly familiar back of the head.

    Yet Reitan wasn't alone.

    'That person is...'

    A high-ranking priest of Senoa.

    'Gallonic Hogue.'

    He was a likely candidate for the next highest archbishop within the Senoa Order.

    Upon seeing his face, an incomprehensible mystery, present ever since his father's death, began to clear up.

    'I wondered why sponsorship funds decreased.'

    After Reitan succeeded the title, rumors say the Protoram family greatly reduced the funds sent to the Order of Agnotia.

    Had it all gone to the influential figure within the Senoa Order?

    If things continued, he might altogether change the sponsored order.

    'No conviction, that one.'

    To abandon an order that had stood by them due to lust for power.

    "Humph."

    Unlike the dishonest Reitan, Vellego maintained loyalty and immigrated to Agnotia.

    He had formally received blessings and was garnering more donations than anticipated.

    Unlike Reitan, who had nothing to boast of but his inheritance, Vellego was steadily establishing his position and reputation with his own strength within the order.

    If he could uncover the corruption and the suspicious black connections of that man...

    Perhaps he could reclaim his father's legacy and the family's title.

    'Just wait, I'll expose you for what you truly are!'

    Yet his grand plan faltered right at its first step.

    '... What are they talking about?'

    Aside from receiving blessings, Vellego possessed no extraordinary abilities.

    He lacked a special ability to eavesdrop on quietly whispered conversations between others.

    Even though the particular adornments allowed him to see inside the lounge clearly, they didn't benefit him much.

    After all, Vellego had never learned ventriloquism.

    At this rate, he would have to return empty-handed.

    'I can't let that happen!'

    Chasing Reitan all the way to Gemal had cost him a fortune!

    In his impatience, Vellego pressed his ear against the moon-shaped decoration.

    Of course, it had little effect.

    "--- -----."

    "---later--- -----."

    The pair appeared mindful of eavesdroppers, their voices so low that only a word or two occasionally reached him.

    'It's hopeless.'

    Having come all this way only to leave with nothing.

    Pouting at the predicament, he grumbled,

    "Aye, why is their talking so soft?"

    If their voices couldn't be heard here, they wouldn't hear his mutterings either.

    It seemed okay under such logic.

    Of course, if he had known he'd get a response, he might have kept quiet.

    "Do you want me to tell you?"

    "Eugh!"

    Startled by the voice whispering into his ear, Vellego nearly screamed out.

    Fortunately, thanks to a rough hand covering his mouth, disaster was averted.

    "When they don't obey, this is when you decide and hand them over for elimination, is what's being said."

    Rolling his eyes sideways, he noticed a shadowy figure beside him.

    Could it be a knight sent by Reitan? Or someone from Gallonic's side?

    Was he going to be assassinated here? How should he extricate himself from this peril?

    His body began quivering with growing fear.

    For some reason, the assailant released his grip over Vellego's mouth.

    "What are you trembling for?"

    Only then did he realize he knew the almost whispering voice from somewhere.

    "Since I'm benefiting from your slip-up today, I'll skip roasting you for once."

    As his creaking head turned, who else could it be but him?

    "Relax, Young Master."

    An outsider dressed as any aristocratic heir would be, with slicked-back hair and a luxurious outfit.

    K, eyes cold and fixed on the lounge, continued observing what was unfolding inside.

    * * *

    The last time I saw Vellego was at a temple within Chedaltman.

    'It was when I went to extract funds under the pretext of establishing an orphanage.'

    I later heard he was using the orphanage story everywhere to refurbish his image.

    'Hence, I sent him letters demanding royalties for misappropriating the orphanage's name regularly.'

    He'd been sending money without fail, likely fearing I might say something contrary.

    Therefore, I didn't expect to encounter him in person again.

    Of course, I intended to keep the leash tight just in case.

    'And yet, we meet here of all places.'

    Perhaps surprised by the unexpected encounter, I instinctively tailed Vellego.

    By doing so, I discovered he was trailing a man resembling a skeleton.

    The problem arose when, as the skeletal man exited the banquet hall, I noticed Gallonic heading in the same direction.

    Shortly thereafter, Gallonic slipped away to the second floor, following the skeletal man.

    This may have been a mere coincidence.

    However, I was already aware that Gallonic had secured an additional invitation and sent a telegram to someone.

    I suspected Gallonic intended to meet someone at this banquet.

    As such, I couldn't dismiss their staggered departure from the hall as mere coincidence.

    This was why I chose to follow Vellego, who left the hall a step after my actual target, Gallonic.

    'He moved as if he knew where to tail them for incriminating evidence.'

    In the end, a decision born almost from impulse turned out to be an excellent one.

    'With the skeleton clearly accompanied by an attendant.'

    Yet inside that room were only Gallonic and the skeleton.

    This likely meant the attendant, who ascended to the second floor with the skeleton, was guarding the door.

    'Mana detection would make it clearer, but...'

    Within the empire, relying solely on perception was necessary since using magic was prohibited.

    'I sensed rustling from outside, so it's probably accurate.'

    Thus, reaching the door of this room was near impossible for me.

    I couldn't eavesdrop effectively from far enough away not to be noticed by the guard in front of the door.

    Gallonic and the skeleton were nearly whispering during their exchange, after all.

    'At such low volume, even with a bronze rank, it's inaudible.'

    Noise from the banquet would drown out quieter voices.

    Luckily, Vellego's unforeseen involvement had presented an opportunity.

    "But what if they talk?"

    I focused on the hushed conversation between the skeleton and Gallonic.

    "If that worries you, isn't it better to cleanly eliminate them?"

    "That's too risky. What if evidence remains after sending people?"

    "Then the only way is to place our people within the investigative agency. Just say they resisted arrest fiercely and were killed."

    "Will others simply watch while I plant personnel? They'd surely place surveillance on my men."

    "Phew, you dislike this and that, but what's your plan?"

    "Isn't thinking up solutions why I called you?"

    Although I hadn't overheard from the beginning, grasping the conversation's context wasn't difficult.

    'They're planning a scheme.'
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    Today, the establishment of a new investigative body was confirmed at the council's meeting.

    Thus, they were discussing their steps in accordance with this decision.

    Observing today's gathering, I could deduce several inferences beyond the factual information.

    "Gallonic doesn't seem to be quite the wise type."

    Considering his hostility towards me, it was a reasonable hypothesis.

    If he had even a slight depth of thought, he would have donned a smiling mask in front of me.

    "Perhaps he needs a strategist..."

    Based on the stories I pieced together from Gretman before attending this banquet, Gallonic Hogue seems to be backed by the royal family.

    There were rumors that the Hogue baron family belonged to a branch of the royal family, and it was said that they've had active interactions over the past few years.

    Thanks to this, it seemed Gallonic had lived a life untroubled by ruling over others.

    It also implied he had no hesitation in wielding power.

    However, when the meeting didn't go as he wanted, he immediately called for someone to consult.

    I gauged the influence of the two by alternating my gaze between Gallonic's grave face and the back of the skull-headed figure.

    "In reality, it seems that the skull's opinion holds more weight."

    And the skull knew Vellego.

    When I slightly shifted my gaze down, Vellego, still with a shocked expression, caught my attention.

    "I should probably look into him later."

    For now, I needed to focus a little more on Gallonic and the skull's conversation.

    "Hmm... Since you don't seem to favor my strategies, there's nothing left but to try another method."

    "What is that?"

    "Why not submit a plea to His Majesty the Emperor?"

    "What?"

    Their ensuing conversation wasn't heading in a pleasant direction for me.

    "So it's come to this, after all."

    This was my concern from the moment I suspected Gallonic had a heavyweight backing him.

    "Don't mention the investigation outright; approach more from an emotional angle."

    "An emotional angle?"

    "Did you mention that the Outsider actively stepped up to request the investigation? Then, highlight that action—perhaps claiming he disrespects the Order, or that he's trying to stir things up in the regions the temple is looking after would suffice."

    "Oh."

    "If it goes any further, he might even propose to investigate Atar's territory. Approach it like that, and His Majesty might take initiative out of pride."

    "Yes, right. His Majesty's pride..."

    According to their conversation, the Emperor seemed to be a person of strong pride who disliked losing.

    'If it's really like that, then this is dangerous.'

    The moment the pressure comes from the Emperor, the Order might not utter a sound and abandon the investigative body.

    'What should I do...'

    I couldn't help but grimace at the unwelcome conclusion.

    Regardless, Gallonic and the skull continued their conversation with satisfaction from having found a solution.

    Unlike earlier, their voices grew a bit louder in volume.

    "I'm glad I called you."

    "Thanks to Gallonic, I got to visit Gemal for the first time in a while, and I'm pleased for various reasons too. It's fun to see that half-wit trailing behind me like a fool."

    "Oh, you mean that half-wit."

    "Yes, he's my brother by blood, but his intelligence isn't very high."

    "Not everyone from the same womb turns out the same. Being tied by blood isn't always pleasant, so you're having a hard time."

    Thanks to overhearing their conversation, Vellego's shoulder flinched without my help.

    And in no time, his face became flushed with embarrassment.

    Because of this, I realized that the 'half-wit' they were talking about was likely him.

    'Brother, huh...'

    It seemed that skull was Vellego's brother.

    I ignored Vellego's quivering with humiliation and kept my sight fixed inside the room.

    However, the two continued to belittle Vellego with biting remarks for quite a while.

    It reached the point of discomfort even for someone like me who didn't particularly like Vellego.

    And that wasn't all.

    After they were done with Vellego, they started listing names of people I didn't know, along with derogatory nicknames that they probably made up to belittle them.

    Gallonic and the skull insulted and dismissed others as if it was as natural as breathing.

    It seemed as though they were satisfying their sense of superiority through such acts.

    "With personalities like theirs, dealing with them shouldn't be too difficult."

    I gathered information about them, avoiding giving Vellego any glance.

    I noted their habitual expressions and names of places mentioned in their conversation, or names of those they seemed to have close relationships with, making sure to jot them down in my inventory notebook so as not to forget.

    The disguised insults in their conversation ended after nearly thirty minutes.

    I kept silent even after both had left through the door.

    'They probably aren't as keen as the knights, but...'

    Better to be cautious.

    Only after I confirmed all signs of the presence had receded did I unfolded the back cover of the notebook and said,

    "It seems that you don't have a good relationship with them, similar to mine."

    Vellego's shoulder trembled, his head down since his defamation began.

    I continued, as if I hadn't seen it.

    "Want to exchange information?"

    There might have been more information I could gain from Vellego.

    Since I was at the royal city, I intended to gather as much as I could.

    "Information...?"

    "I'll tell you what I know about those guys, and you share what you know."

    "..."

    "That skeleton scoundrel you were tailing..."

    "Skeleton? Pfft!"

    Before I could finish my sentence, Vellego burst out laughing all of a sudden.

    He seemed quite pleased that I called his brother a skeleton.

    Of course, I didn't say it to please Vellego.

    I simply treated the skeleton as he treated others.

    'Besides, he really looks like one.'

    His eyes were so sunken as if lacking vitality, and his complexion was pale, accompanied by a gaunt body.

    He was so bony that he looked like skin wrapped around a skeleton.

    Since I didn't know his actual name, I addressed him as 'skeleton' along the way.

    "Heh, skeleton, how fitting."

    Amused, Vellego kept giggling.

    His response seemed simple enough.

    Just moments ago, he had been trembling uncontrollably with anger, yet now he laughed at something satisfying to him.

    'As expected, he's quite emotional.'

    Though simple, such people have their own strengths.

    'Since they're straightforward, they don't do shady things behind others' backs.'

    Even if they attempt something, it is easy to detect, making them less threatening.

    "Information..."

    While I was lost in my own thoughts, Vellego seemed to have made up his mind and spoke, raising his chin,

    "I saw black smoke from Reitan. So, during the investigation, it seemed connected to the traitors. What about you?"

    "For the same reason, but the one I'm tracking is Gallonic Hogue."

    Reitan, the one moving with Gallonic, seemed to be involved with traitors.

    "That makes the suspicion grow stronger indeed."

    It seemed I was not the only one who thought so.

    Evidence of that was Vellego smiling cynically and saying,

    "I was right! Watching over him for a few months, he frequently sent telegraphs from Santorna. However, when I tried to trace the recipient, I couldn't find anyone. The regional administrative office said the person was missing since the old explosion incident, but to use the missing person's name to send and receive messages? At that point, I had a hunch. It might be that the unsavory fellow is mingling with the traitors!"

    Not only did he eagerly spill out the story, but he also seemed overjoyed at the thought of being able to bring Reitan down.

    Unlike him, however, I neither felt joy nor did I smile.

    I merely clung to the familiar words that emerged from his mouth.

    "Santorna..."

    Before attending the banquet, I had searched through Bihar's map in my inventory.

    It showed that Santorna was a rather large city located in the north of the Atar Empire.

    And there was another word associated with that place.

    "The Santorna where Atar Empire's mage tower used to stand?"

    "Yes, that Santorna."

    Things revealed whenever these shadows were uncovered kept pointing toward the same conclusion.

    Naturally, the suspicion only grew stronger.

    "Does it mean the one coming from Santorna to meet Gallonic is a traitor?"

    No, it's too early to conclude. It might be merely a courier.

    "What about you?"

    While I slightly lowered my gaze to organize my thoughts, Vellego raised his eyebrows and urged,

    "Share what you know. Didn't we agree to exchange information?"

    There was nothing to hide, so I shared everything I knew.

    While sharing, I also recorded the overheard conversation from earlier in my notebook.

    Later, I tore out the relevant page and started waving it, wedged between my fingers.

    "This was the conversation they had earlier, let's calculate its value separately."

    "What?!"

    "How many more passages like this exist in the capital?"

    His flinching shoulder served as his answer.

    It was a good guess, and it hit the mark.

    'Such information would be beneficial.'

    I didn't know how often I'd visit the capital.

    But it wouldn't hurt to know this sort of information should an opportunity arise.

    I handed a notebook and pen to Vellego and said,

    "Information on other passages."

    My tone was firm, implying there is no room for negotiation.

    Vellego started contemplating, eyeing the paper and the notebook in my hand.

    Fortunately, there was no need for prolonged urging.

    Not long after, Vellego snatched the notebook and scribbled with clumsy handwriting.

    A few minutes later, he returned the notebook, boldly demanding,

    "Now, hand over the paper."

    I generously met his demand.

    Afterward, I quickly scanned through the notebook I received back.

    "Three more passages, huh?"

    I didn't know where the Ginkgo Palace was, but at least I got the information itself.

    If the opportunity arises, I could check it myself, and once confirms, I could use them secretly.

    It was a more significant harvest than expected.

    Vellego seemed unfamiliar with using a Monami pen for the first time, making the handwriting a mess.

    "At least it's legible."

    To be sure, I reorganized the written content, while Vellego also checked the paper he had received from me.

    Thankfully, the translation and interpretation aspects of this interface worked on the Biharin as well.

    Therefore, Vellego being unable to decipher Hangul didn't turn into an inconvenience.

    "Huh...?"

    However, that didn't mean Vellego hadn't gotten a bad deal.

    Checking the back of the paper I handed him, Vellego asked,

    "Is this all?"

    The eavesdropped conversation he missed wasn't lengthy.

    Even that was mostly about how to tattle on the Emperor.

    Consequently, realizing he had made a significantly disadvantageous trade, Vellego began to question in a surprised voice,

    "You, you rogue! You swindled me?"

    "Calling it a swindle... You traded without assessing the value of the information yourself?"

    "You, you swindler!"

    "Fine, call me swindler if you want."

    I chuckled softly and turned on my heel.

    In a heightened temper, Vellego hastily followed and began to dispute.

    Although not long before he exhausted himself, resulting in a lot of heavy breathing.

    I exited the secret passage ahead of Vellego and spoke,

    "But why were such spaces created?"

    Vellego, trailing behind me, snorted and muttered,

    "Hmph, do you think I'll fall for that again?"

    "Oh, so you do know?"

    "Ugh! Absolutely not! Isn't it obvious just by looking? It's for surveillance!"

    I suppressed a satisfied smile, watching Vellego unwittingly revealing everything he knew.

    "Really."

    This one's easy to manage.

    "Hmm... Is it okay to use this at will even if we aren't royalty?"

    Vellego and I continued chatting while heading toward the banquet hall.

    "The only royal who might know about this is the Princess."

    "Seriously?"

    "How would it not be? Maybe information about this kind of space was lost about 100 years ago when the dynasty changed due to a rebellion."

    I looked at Vellego with surprised eyes.

    To which Vellego frowned distastefully as he replied.

    Damned System

    TL's Corner:

    Vellego is surprisingly useful.

  
    Chapter 173

    Chapter 173. Playing Catch-Up (5)

    "Why are you looking at me like that?"

    "It's just surprising to hear you use the word 'lost'."

    "You, you! What do you take me for!"

    "I take you for a simpleton."

    Once again, Vellego began to fume, but I didn't bother listening.

    Instead, I turned my thoughts toward the cleaning supplies cupboard that had vanished from view.

    'It's a relief that there's no eavesdropping devices or surveillance cameras in this world.'

    If Gallonic and Reitan had communicated through written notes considering such factors, it would have been quite troublesome.

    In ignorance, I'd have been left trembling with anxiety, only to end up like a dog chasing a chicken once the pressure from the royal family hit.

    But the appearance of Vellego as a variable had given me a chance to counter their moves.

    'What's the most effective way......'

    How could I nullify their schemes?

    Lost in thought, we soon found ourselves back at the venue.

    Just in case, I scanned the room but couldn't spot Gretman anywhere.

    'What on earth is he thinking?'

    Even when I excused myself to step away earlier, he had casually waved me off without any reluctance.

    If he was just going to let me go like that, why even bring me here in the first place?

    'Was it just to use me as some sort of mascot?'

    I couldn't guess his true purpose, which left me feeling uneasy.

    Being already within the royal palace, canceling it wasn't an option.

    "Uncle Gallonic!"

    Suddenly, Gallonic's name rang out.

    Instinctively, I turned my gaze towards the source of the voice.

    And there, I spotted a young woman happily running towards Gallonic, throwing her arms around him.

    'Is it her?'

    A couple of hours ago, I arrived with Gretman just as the banquet was about to start.

    But the very protagonist of this banquet, the princess, was absent at that time.

    To summarize Gretman's explanation regarding her absence, a single word emerged.

    'Tardy.'

    A habitual offender.

    Though the banquet was held because of her, he warned she might not even show up if she wasn't in the mood.

    So, I thought there might be a chance I wouldn't see her face.

    'Yet, she came.'

    The hair shimmering under the lights was the distinctive silver of the Atar Royal Family.

    Her alabaster skin and prominent indigo eyes were traits she had inherited from the Empress.

    'Isola Tem Atar.'

    Princess Isola, the most treasured by the current Emperor of the Atar Empire.

    She chatted eagerly with Gallonic, smiling brightly as she did.

    'It was already a known fact that Gallonic's backing was the royal family.'

    But the visible rapport between the two was far beyond my expectations.

    Consequently, a lingering question was neatly resolved.

    'Why Jordan hadn't given any hints about the council meeting.'

    He probably thought the current power structure was an embarrassment for the entire Order.

    Perhaps it was too shameful that they were taking cues from the Emperor rather than the Gods.

    If he wanted to sweep it under the rug, that made a certain degree of sense.

    'Well, whatever the reason.'

    Regardless of the reason, I had learned Gallonic's identity and his backing.

    Now, addressing the current situation takes precedence.

    'Once imperial intervention begins, establishing a new investigation agency will be impossible.'

    The instant supplies from the Atar Empire are cut, the maintenance of the Order's army will become unfeasible.

    Not many people in Bihar could afford to cross the Atar Emperor's will.

    When imperial authority, which surpasses ecclesiastical power, presses on, there will be no chance to intervene.

    'I need to act first.'

    Fortunately, Reitan, who should be Gallonic's advisor, wasn't by his side.

    'They even met discreetly, presumably to hide their connections......'

    This gave me an excellent opportunity.

    'And the princess, whom I thought wouldn't come, has arrived.'

    It felt as if all the conditions were urging me to move forward.

    'Then I must go.'

    Wearing a slight smirk, I directed my steps straight towards Gallonic.

    "Hey, hey!"

    Vellego, who had returned to the banquet hall with me, followed inadvertently.

    Shortly, Gallonic's gaze landed on me, and his expression hardened.

    Isola, who was with him, immediately reacted to the change.

    "What's wrong? Is there something... wow!"

    Following Gallonic's gaze and looking back, Isola widened her eyes in surprise.

    She promptly ran towards me.

    Standing before me, Isola clasped her cheeks with both hands.

    "So, you're that Outsider! I hurried over because Sir Gretman mentioned it, but wow, wow, this is fascinating!"

    She even reached out, seemingly trying to touch the symbol above my head.

    -Not a bad kid, but certainly a naive one.

    -It's only natural, given she likely never found the need to think critically.

    -Well, regardless, handling her won't be too difficult for you.

    Those were the words from Gretman that crossed my mind at that moment.

    'I wondered why he even mentioned such a thing.'

    Apparently, he had arranged for Isola to attend the banquet.

    When I asked for an invitation, he probably dropped a word casually.

    While mentally reviewing Gretman's maneuver, I placed my hand over my chest as he taught me.

    Then, with slightly awkward movements, I bowed.

    "Greetings, Your Highness. My name is K."

    "Wow, you just let it pass, huh? So fascinating!"

    Thanks to my bow, Isola giggled as she finally touched the symbol.

    Then, she placed her hands on her hips and lifted her chin.

    "This must be the first banquet an Outsider has attended, right? It makes me feel proud!"

    "...... Thank you for inviting me."

    There was a slight delay, but I believe I responded adequately.

    "Welcome, and the person you came with... huh? Oh! Sir!"

    "Your Highness, do you remember me?"

    At that moment, Vellego, uncharacteristically smiling widely, approached Isola with familiarity.

    "Wow! It really is Uncle Vellego! Wow, wow! Long time no see!"

    It wasn't particularly surprising. He had mentioned Isola when discussing the corridor earlier.

    "What happened, you're so much fatter? You look like a ball, can I roll you around?"

    Isola laughed brightly as she spoke affectionately to Vellego.

    A sense of inherent brightness, typical of someone who grew up loved, was reflected in her every word and action.

    Within the lavish banquet hall, Isola shone more brightly than anything else.

    But to me, the shadows lurking beneath her radiance loomed larger.

    It felt as though, with a slight downward glance, I could see all she had stepped over to maintain that innocence.

    "I've been too distant."

    "Really, how could you not visit once?"

    "Haha, I'm truly sorry. In the meantime, you've become remarkably beautiful...."

    Luckily, the unpleasant thoughts didn't last long.

    As if seizing an opportunity, Vellego dedicatedly made attempts to chat with Isola until his voice trailed off.

    I automatically checked the direction of his gaze and found two women standing not far from Isola.

    One was dressed in a gown, the other in the garb of a lower-level priest. Their affiliation was......

    'Agnotia.'

    Vellego was going all out to avoid looking at the priest.

    Meeting a priest in a place like this and reacting so strongly? It felt eerie.

    However, it wasn't the time to delve into it.

    "How did you end up together?"

    "Ah, Priest Vellego and I are co-managing an orphanage."

    I intervened before Vellego could speak.

    "An orphanage?"

    "We rescued children from the farm in Callum, and they had nowhere else to go."

    "Oh my, was that the case? Are the children okay? I heard orphanages require a lot of money; should I contribute?"

    Such a windfall?

    "I'm grateful for your generosity."

    I accepted Isola's offer readily, forgoing any pretense.

    "Sure, where should I send it to?"

    "Please send it to Sir Horfe's residence."

    "Wow, you also know the Tiger Gentleman?"

    "Yes, being on the frontline, I've had occasions to meet."

    "Tch, everyone's so mean, not even introducing me."

    She briefly pouted before brightening up, sweeping her gaze around as she spoke.

    "But really, I'm probably the only one who can host such a banquet, right? So, is it enjoyable?"

    She wasn't asking for my opinion—this was a demand for the desired answer.

    I'd only encountered her briefly, and our direct interaction lasted mere minutes.

    Yet, it was enough to grasp the fundamental nature of the princess.

    'Living in a garden crafted by the Emperor, without a care in the world.'

    Odds were high she believed the world existed for her.

    So, saying what's on my mind would only ruin the atmosphere.

    'She might run crying to the Emperor, demanding my head.'

    Not wanting such an outcome, I opted to skirt around it.

    "It's unfamiliar since it's my first visit... but, Sir Gretman has taken good care of me."

    "See, I knew it! Come and visit again next time!"

    Though I didn't utter a single word about enjoyment, she had reinterpreted my words to her liking.

    "And who are the people behind you?"

    Not wanting to return to a place like this, I cleverly changed the subject.

    It was really to identify the priest that had unsettled Vellego earlier.

    "Oh, Somir is a priest from the Order of Agnotia, and Giselle is my maid. Introduce yourselves, girls. He's apparently a very famous Outsider on the frontlines."

    "...... Pleased to meet you. My name is Somir Isha."

    "Giselle Isha."

    "I am K. It's truly a pleasure to meet you."

    As I committed Somir Isha's name to memory, Isola proceeded to introduce another person.

    "And this is Uncle Gallonic, who is part of the Senoa Order."

    Of course, it was a redundant introduction.

    "It's good to see you again, Priest Gallonic."

    Gallonic, who had been glaring at me as if to pierce through, subtly twitched his cheek.

    His expression suited him so well that I couldn't help but grin.

    "Huh? You know my uncle?"

    "Yes, we met during a meeting earlier today."

    "A meeting? What meeting? Was there a meeting today? Did Father hold a meeting?"

    She used the word 'meeting' four times.

    I could vividly feel the effectiveness of Gretman's earlier comment about Isola's easy manageability.

    'She dislikes being left out.'

    Having grown accustomed to being the center, she likely believes a certain circle revolves around her.

    Thus, she reacts sensitively if she suspects there's an aspect of a conversation she doesn't know about.

    Recognizing this, I led the conversation by selectively withholding information.

    I utilized a speech pattern that compels continual questioning from her.

    This effectively controlled the dialogue to avoid shifting to another topic.

    The result wasn't half bad.

    "My goodness! Did he really say such a thing?"

    "Yes, but no one seems to believe it. Suggesting hierarchy members facilitated trafficking sounds preposterous."

    I then pressed on to further corner Gallonic.

    "Don't you think so, Priest Gallonic?"

    Surely he can't deny it now.

    "...... Yes, that's true."

    He glared at me as if he could kill with his gaze.

    Oblivious to the blatant hostility, Isola buzzed with indignation, fists clenched in righteous anger.

    "How can they say such fabrications? Truly unprincipled and wicked!"

    "Don't worry, Your Highness. With an investigation, the truth will ultimately come to light, provided the Order members are innocent."

    As I smoothly nudged her, Isola agreed vehemently, clenching her fists.

    "Right!"

    Nearly done.

    "This demands a thorough investigation, leaving no doubts!"

    One more push.

    "This isn't the place for this; I must inform Father at once!"

    In accomplishing this perfect move, Gallonic and I found our fortunes diverging.

    Without a moment to stop her, Isola rushed out of the banquet hall.

    With her departure, I made a sound of disappointment while glancing at Gallonic.

    'Fortunately, my preemptive strike seems to have hit the mark.'

    If they planned to tattle to the Emperor, I'd just do the same but to the Princess instead.

    Though the target changed from the Emperor to the Princess, the essence of the act remained the same.

    'If they resort to dirty tricks, why should I adhere strictly to decorum?'

    There are certain ways to deal with savagery.

    'Then the best strategy is apparent.'

    Being proactive and decisive was the strategy I devised.

    The outcome would eventually lead to the miraculous establishment of an investigation agency within a month.

    'Tolerating the spectacle of a monkey in the zoo is a small price for such an outcome.'

    Having achieved my goal, there was no reason to endure the uncomfortable presence further.

    Leaving Gallonic's intimidating gaze behind, I withdrew from the scene.
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    As soon as I left the banquet hall, Vellego, who had followed me out, discreetly asked.

    "Was that really discussed in the meeting? Did the Order broker it for you?"

    Naturally, instead of answering his question, I turned my body and reached out.

    Thud!

    In the deserted corridor outside the banquet hall, Vellego was pinned against the wall with me gripping his collar.

    "Ugh! What is this... what are you doing?!"

    Vellego tried to free himself from my grip while still pressed against the wall with a groan.

    With my hand easily restraining his struggle, I asked in a low voice.

    "What did you say the name of that priest was earlier?"

    The way Vellego flinched and trembled only bolstered my suspicions.

    I needed to confirm this now.

    "Speak."

    As I pressed my arm to his throat, Vellego gulped a short breath.

    Of course, with the trachea pressed, it was impossible for him to draw a breath.

    Vellego struggled more fiercely than before, but as an ordinary person, he stood no chance against my strength.

    I stared down at him with cold eyes.

    "Your last chance. The priest's name."

    Perhaps realizing I was serious, Vellego, who until then had kept silent, finally spoke.

    "---!"

    Despite speaking, the words did not come through in this peculiar situation.

    It was the moment suspicion became certainty.

    The name of the one who ordered Vellego to kidnap me was Somir Isha.

    Once I released my grip and stepped back, Vellego coughed violently and sat down on the spot.

    As I continued to look down at him with ice-cold eyes, I organized my thoughts.

    'That may not be the head, but.'

    It was definitely a tail, so I could trace it back.

    At the end would be the head, the one who ordered the kidnapping.

    'Giselle, the princess's maid, also bore the name Isha.'

    I couldn't forget that Giselle had contacted Gallonic separately.

    One by one, the pieces of the puzzle were falling into place.

    'Indeed, enduring pays off.'

    Smirking, I opened the chat window.

    I promised to uncover everything about them.

    As I busily sent messages, rekindling past grudges.

    "It doesn't seem like the right time."

    A voice came unexpectedly from behind, even though I hadn't sensed anyone.

    Quickly turning around, I saw a man standing at the opposite corridor from the banquet hall.

    The moment his face registered, I instinctively drew out Kerak's spear.

    I didn't care that weapon entry into the Imperial Palace was restricted.

    Gretman had advised against taking out weapons from my otherworldly space, but this wasn't the time to heed that.

    I also didn't have the luxury to care about Vellego fleeing in a panic.

    'It's him.'

    The man, appearing in his mid-twenties with dark black hair and golden eyes, was the strange apostle I had seen through Meferoseta's authority.

    I had an idea of who he might be, though we'd never exchanged names.

    'Karlos's second apostle, Gilenios Begram.'

    Someone who had been looking for ways to meet me.

    Even though Karlos had shown goodwill towards me, that didn't translate into trust for him.

    He was the one who planned to carry away the unresponsive me, mentioning gods someday.

    Gripping the spear tightly, I tensed my muscles.

    'What happened?'

    Had Yang Taeho already met him?

    'There were no scars on his face, right?'

    Or perhaps, he planned to approach Taeho after meeting me.

    My thoughts were a tangled mess in an instant.

    On the other hand, the person causing my chaotic mind seemed nonchalant.

    "Well, since I'm here, let's get this over with quickly."

    He had clearly read my suspicion and hostility, but that didn't stop him from speaking smoothly.

    Perhaps he knew what I was considering.

    "Since you don't seem to have a mild temper, I'll be straightforward."

    I gripped the spear even harder, speculating what he was about to say.

    The person, evidently an apostle, extended his hand towards me and spoke.

    "Just one handshake."

    I was momentarily too stunned to keep a neutral expression.

    'What?'

    Suddenly appearing and asking to shake hands?

    Even after seeing how on guard I was against him?

    Did he think I'd entertain such a ludicrous request?

    My already complex thoughts became even more tangled.

    Though the person behind my confusion seemed overly unconcerned.

    "Geez, you're like a frightened cat, bristling up. Take it easy, I don't mean any harm to you."

    My vigilance sharpened instead of dulling.

    As I kept my guard, the man rummaged through his upper pocket and pulled something out.

    "You can use it, right? Check it out."

    The moment I reflexively swung the spear to intercept, I didn't hear the sound of metal clashing.

    'Pat?'

    Instead, it was the sound of paper rustling.

    The paper fluttered downwards as my spear deflected it.

    Grabbing it mid-air, I found unexpected words scrawled upon it.

    「One-time use of Agnotia's authority」

    "I went through hell to get that."

    Still clutching the authority usage ticket, I eyed the man with suspicion.

    'As if I'd use this.'

    It wasn't issued by the System, and there was no guarantee it was genuine.

    As I maintained my defensive posture, the man grimaced and complained.

    "I know I'm suspicious, but isn't your suspicion a bit overboard?"

    "Better to be excessive than complacent."

    "Oh, so you can speak? I thought you were mute!"

    "And you sure talk a lot."

    "Geez, your temper."

    The man snorted dismissively.

    Yet, he seemed anxious because I wasn't responding the way he wanted.

    This was evident as he repeatedly tapped the floor with his foot while crossing his arms.

    "Of all the people, you had to choose someone like this..."

    Then, glaring at me sharply, he clicked his tongue.

    Everything about his actions, from start to finish, irritated me beyond measure.

    Was this guy really an apostle of Karlos?

    'If so, I'm questioning Karlos's judgment.'

    I growled at him with a frown.

    "What's the reason for the sudden handshake request?"

    "Well, I was going to offer you a present... Oh, am I not supposed to say? Fine."

    The response was left hanging.

    I was speechless from the absurdity.

    He continued speaking aimlessly.

    "Are you really not going to use it? If you don't, I have no way to make you trust me."

    Trading silence and concealment for explanations and persuasion was contradictory to earning trust.

    "Whatever you do, I'm not trusting you."

    His words could be true, but it wouldn't lead to trust in him.

    As I replied in a cold tone, he sighed, scratching his head fiercely.

    "Being wary is fine, but if it's too much, it becomes a problem."

    "It's nothing life-threatening."

    "And this place might get ruined too. Maybe ease up a bit?"

    He spun a finger beside his head while gnashing his teeth.

    It was a useless gesture.

    "No need to worry. I've got a strong mentality."

    "Wow, you just won't let it go, will you!"

    He shouted and stomped the ground in annoyance.

    I, too, stepped back immediately, trying to keep the distance.

    The man's speed matched mine. The distance each of us moved wasn't much different.

    It meant there wasn't a significant discrepancy in our physical abilities.

    'He's not someone like Gretman or Horfe.'

    That was relief. I just needed to be cautious of his authority.

    Though not certain from which of the 7 Great Gods it came, it's likely from Karlos.

    'A head-on confrontation isn't feasible.'

    Returning to the banquet hall and escaping was a viable option.

    With many key figures present, that fool couldn't misbehave recklessly.

    If that lunatic did run wild, there would be knights among the guests who could help.

    'They can help block him.'

    I prepared for a possible escape, sliding my foot back slightly.

    But the man didn't seem willing to let me go easily.

    "You're quite fast."

    "I may not look it, but I'm among the top among Outsiders."

    "With such amazing skills, why waste them on me? I'm just requesting a handshake. It doesn't take much."

    I evaded him again and swung my spear, not just as a threat but with clear intent to harm.

    "Did you really just try to stab me?"

    "If you continue to threaten me, gladly."

    Perhaps he was at his wit's end as he stomped his foot, raising a ruckus.

    "Hey! You said it'd be easy once I met him! Does this look easy to you? I'm already short on time, leaving my spot."

    Then he started saying things I couldn't understand.

    His words seemed like complaints to someone else...

    'What's with this crazy guy?'

    I was baffled by his yelling and antics.

    I sighed, questioning how I got tangled up with such a fool.

    "Why choose this paranoid kid?!"

    As if on cue, he thrust his hand forward and shouted.

    "Forget trust; let's solve this the easy way!"

    A golden light concentrated in his hand.

    'Karlos...'

    Having experienced it just days ago, I was certain. It was definitely Karlos's authority.

    'So he really was Karlos's apostle.'

    The first apostle was said to be over 60 years old. It confirmed that this man was indeed the second apostle, Gilenios Begram.

    As I confirmed Gilenios's identity, the golden light in his hand formed into an object.

    Upon seeing what he had formed, Gilenios muttered blankly.

    "... Why is it this?"

    Curious, I glanced over and realized it looked similar to what I held.

    'Authority usage coupon?'

    Though not entirely clear, I could faintly make out the word authority on the paper's edge.

    "No, I used my authority, but why does it give me another authority? Hey Karlos, is your authority broken? I'm already feeling terribly unfortunate with things not going as planned. Shouldn't it help get him on my side or immobilize him?"

    I shivered involuntarily at the name clearly mentioned.

    Noticing my reaction, Gilenios's expression began changing.

    He unfolded what was in his hand and showed it to me.

    「Karlos's Authority 1-time Usage Ticket」

    Seeing the words inscribed on it made my eyes twitch involuntarily.

    "Ho..."

    Gilenios moved his hand, holding the authority behind his body, waving it around.

    As if trying to catch a cat's interest with a toy.

    My cheek twitched involuntarily.

    'That bastard...'

    There was something about Gilenios's actions that grated on my nerves.

    Clenching my jaws tightly, I heard the grinding of teeth.

    Meanwhile, Gilenios snickered as he mumbled to himself.

    "Aha, so that's how it is. Then it makes sense for this to come out."

    Having muttered to himself again, Gilenios chuckled quietly as he raised his hand.

    Then waved the usage ticket with it.

    "Want it?"

    Then extended his empty hand.

    It suggested that if I wanted the authority, I should extend my hand.

    I looked at Gilenios's empty hand, questioning myself.

    Should I take on this unknown danger just to obtain Karlos's authority usage ticket?

    It wasn't a question that needed long contemplation. My answer had been predetermined.
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    'Of course, I have to.'

    If an opportunity to gain Karlos' authority were to arise, I could not afford to miss it.

    It was the only means I had to ensure my family's safety at that time.

    If I could gain more of Karlos' authority by taking risks, I would do so willingly.

    'Though I won't rush in like an obedient dog just to shake hands.'

    I confirmed with my own eyes that it was indeed Karlos' authority.

    "In that case..."

    I twisted my lips, holding up the authority right I had clutched above the spear.

    "I need to verify whether what you said is true."

    I had never used Agnotia's authority before.

    "They say it's the power to discern lies, hypocrisy, betrayal, and deceit."

    Of course, that's assuming this authority right is genuine.

    Kang Hyunwoo made it clear that he intended to check their true intent, causing Gillenios to sigh.

    "Ha, you wouldn't use it when I told you to."

    "Honestly, I don't really want to. Because I have no way to know if this is genuine authority or not."

    I was taking that much risk.

    "So I should at least receive some hazard pay."

    "Hazard pay? What does that mean...?"

    Gillenios questioned with a look that suggested he thought I was spouting nonsense, and then suddenly grasped the authority right.

    "Wait, so you mean...?"

    Additionally, he glared at me with fierce eyes.

    "You want to take this as hazard pay? Regardless of whether you extend your hand?"

    "You're good at understanding."

    I nodded at his piercing gaze without backing down.

    Then Gillenios started trembling.

    Yet, contrary to a moment ago, he didn't burst into anger.

    He had almost exploded just before, but now he was holding back.

    'This seems like...'

    It appeared that forming an alliance with me was more important to him than I initially thought.

    Seeing him willing to risk a lot to seize an opportunity as soon as it arose suggested as much.

    "Fine. If you're going to do it, just hurry up."

    Unexpectedly, he accepted my unreasonable demand without much complaint.

    'In that case, maybe I should push a bit harder?'

    If I could benefit well from this absurd situation, it might be worth a try.

    Plus, it would be good to unsettle them.

    'If I'm lucky, I might even get them to reveal their true purpose in approaching me.'

    Instead of using Agnotia's authority right away, I shook my head.

    Gillenios snapped in exasperation.

    "What now?!"

    I gestured with my hand, indicating my next demand.

    "Advance payment."

    The veins on Gillenios' temple bulged noticeably.

    Still, instead of throwing a fit, he gritted his teeth and tossed Karlos' authority right at me.

    "That's too easy."

    Snatching the rapidly flying paper out of the air, I stuffed it into my inventory.

    "Use it quickly!"

    Now that I had received the advance payment, there was no turning back.

    I gazed reluctantly at Agnotia's authority right.

    "If things go awry, I'll simply use Karlos' freshly acquired authority."

    Even if this proved dangerous to me, I trusted I could manage it without suffering great losses.

    I calmed my breathing and tore Agnotia's authority right in half.

    "Hoo."

    The doubts I had vanished, as the authority proved to be real.

    Just like the previous two instances of wielding authority, I was filled with a rush of euphoria, gripping power that humans could never naturally possess.

    By now, my eyes must have already turned golden.

    That's likely why Gillenios was extending a hand to me and speaking.

    "You won't lose anything by shaking my hand. And I'm not here to harm you."

    So stop stalling and just shake my hand.

    "No foul stench, no black smoke."

    There was no hint of falsehood, hypocrisy, betrayal, or deceit in what Gillenios said.

    Remarkably, Agnotia's authority confirmed his words as truth.

    However, instead of immediately shaking his hand, I lazily played with my ear, even blowing on my fingertip with a dismissive expression.

    "Even if what you're saying is true, there's no reason for me to shake hands with you, is there?"

    It meant that if he really wanted it, he should offer more compensation.

    "If you tell me why you're so fixated on my hand, I might even do it for free."

    As I provocatively swung my hand, Gilenios ground his teeth, muttering.

    "Such a scoundrel..."

    If he wanted to curse, he could. I didn't care if he branded me nasty.

    I just didn't feel like cooperating with him.

    Thus, I folded my arms defiantly.

    Eventually, Gilenios sighed heavily and exercised his authority once again.

    Not a particularly pleasing outcome.

    'He refuses to speak.'

    Despite my provocation to get under his skin, he chose silence.

    Why was he so fixated on my hand that he swallowed his pride and stepped back like that?

    As my questions and suspicions intensified, Gilenios muttered incessantly to himself.

    "You knew he was a lunatic for powers, so why did you tell Agnotia to send me? Do you have any idea what a rough time I had there? Just giving this would have sufficed. What? None of your concern? Going through all that hassle, and you don't explain a thing?"

    But listening closely, it sounded more like a conversation than mere mutterings to oneself.

    "Karlos... that's not possible, is it?"

    As far as I knew, it was impossible.

    Direct communication with gods was only achievable in a temple.

    And that's only when a god deigns to respond, following a rather inefficient process.

    'Even as an apostle, he can't be exempt from that rule, right?'

    So who was he conversing with?

    While I pondered briefly, Gilenios successfully created a new authority right.

    He flaunted it toward me provocatively.

    'That makes three Karlos' authorities.'

    Despite the complex situation, the satisfaction of possessing three of Karlos' authorities was immense.

    I gestured contentedly, indicating for him to hand over more authority.

    However, Gilenios fixed me with a stern gaze and murmured.

    "This time, I'll need an advance."

    I no longer wished to delay proceedings.

    Though displeased, I acquiesced to his demand.

    The walk toward Gillenios, begrudgingly taking reluctant steps, wasn't far.

    Just about three meters with a spear between us.

    Soon, I stood face-to-face with Gillenios, close enough for a person to fit between us.

    Gillenios extended his hand abruptly.

    "It's unsettling, but..."

    It's time to pay the price for gaining another of Karlos' authority.

    With a sigh, I clasped Gillenios' hand in mine.

    Immediately, the interface filled with icons flickered with static interference.

    I tried to jerk Gillenios' hand away quickly.

    "Is that it?"

    But he was faster than I was.

    With a swift hand, he brushed my grasp aside.

    "Simple task, tsk."

    I alternated looks between my empty hand and Gillenios before asking.

    "Are you going to explain?"

    He promised no harm would come to me, yet offered no explanation.

    I asked on the off chance I might get answers now, but his response was,

    "The time hasn't come."

    A phrase I had heard only a few days prior.

    "That's what I'm instructed to say."

    I scowled in understanding.

    "Karlos."

    I didn't know how it was possible, but Karlos could communicate with his apostle even outside the temple.

    I wanted to probe more about it, but Gillenios turned away first.

    I caught the authority right he tossed before it hit the ground, and then Gillenios vanished like smoke.

    I stared blankly at where he had stood just moments ago, chuckling in disbelief as I stored the spear in my inventory.

    "Arrived unexpectedly and left the same way."

    The encounter wasn't pleasant, but I didn't leave empty-handed.

    "Gaining additional Karlos' authority is quite a significant advantage."

    Moreover, it confirmed doubts I had since receiving Karlos' favor.

    "Something is happening involving me in places I'm unaware of."

    The orchestrators of these activities seemingly had no intention of explaining things to me.

    "This is rather unsettling."

    I glared at the hand that had clasped Gillenios'.

    "Hoo."

    At least, Gilenios' actions weren't harmful to me.

    "The authority promised that much, so I should trust it."

    My personal feelings aside, the power of the 7 Great Gods was genuine.

    Hence, today's events weren't likely to jeopardize my safety.

    I stored the Karlos' authorities, which had increased from one to three in a short span, into my inventory with a deep sigh.

    And I traced around my eyes.

    "There should still be traces of divinity."

    Returning to the banquet hall would inevitably draw attention.

    But avoiding it would weigh on my mind due to Gretman.

    "Should I reveal my Trait instead?"

    I wasn't thrilled at the prospect, but doing so could boost my presence and influence.

    "It might make rooting out Jang Ryun's gang and the Order's corrupt roots easier."

    If it meant handling a bit more trouble, I was willing to endure it.

    Since it seems like the Order's high-ranking officials already knew, I might as well take the initiative for my gain.

    Resolving to head back to the banquet hall, I turned around.

    But I couldn't bring myself to take a step.

    "Argh!"

    Black smoke billowed from the direction of the banquet hall.

    A jolt of cold swept over me.

    "Black Smoke!"

    The black smoke, observable through divine borrowed sight, writhed ceaselessly like a living entity, as if desiring to devour everything in its vicinity.

    It was disturbingly grotesque.

    Recalling that I had been chatting amiably amidst that smoke, breathing and laughing, made me want to claw at my skin.

    The realization that I might have been one of those emitting the smoke made a wave of self-loathing wash over me.

    Along with contempt for others and disillusionment with reality, my insides churned.

    Even just watching the smoke was exhausting.

    I felt as if my existence was being consumed in real-time.

    I unconsciously began to retreat, eventually turning and fleeing the scene.

    I couldn't recall how I ran or where I headed.

    When I regained my senses, I found myself outside the banquet hall, doubled over, gagging.

    When the only thing left to expel was bile due to emptiness—

    Thud, thud.

    Heavy footsteps approached my side.

    Instinctively, I pulled a dagger from my inventory.

    But before even wielding it, I heard an unfamiliar murmuring above me.

    "You've grown indeed."

    It was Gretman. I looked up at him with bleary eyes.

    "These people..."

    What on earth was he doing regarding me?

    Was it related to his reason for bringing me to the royal city?

    I needed to review the events involving me and dig into Gretman's intentions.

    The impact from the black smoke earlier was more intense than expected.

    Was it the consequence of glimpsing a domain beyond human perception?

    Rational thoughts ceased to flow.

    Ultimately, I slumped forward, crashing my head onto the floor.

    Right into the vomit I'd expelled earlier.

    Truly an experience I'd never want to relive.
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    I wasn't sure whether to consider it a blessing or not, but I regained consciousness after just a few hours.

    Gretman, who had brought me to his townhouse while I was unconscious, had vanished somewhere again.

    "He said to welcome you as an esteemed guest anytime," said the old man who entered the room as soon as I awoke, relaying Gretman's words.

    As if he had been waiting for me to wake up, an old man came to my room to deliver Gretman's message.

    But I had no desire to stay in a house where the owner was absent—especially one that belonged to someone who was meddling in my affairs, like Karlos's apostle.

    I changed my clothes and left Gretman's townhouse almost immediately after waking up.

    It was exactly 11 PM.

    The walk to the temple through the empty streets wasn't tedious since the Bounty Hunter mission timer had ended, updating at 10 PM every night.

    - Sniper: How did it go? Do you see our location too?

    - Ethan Rembrandt: I'm curious as well.

    - Sniper: K? Why aren't you responding?

    - Eisa: Maybe he's busy.

    - Sniper: The timer is up, and it's been over 30 minutes with no sound from him. That's not like him.

    - Eisa: Could something have happened?

    - Sniper: Did he get tangled up with the Order? It looks like he's inside a building... Does anyone know what he's doing? Have any of you received a message?

    I didn't intend it, but my absence for about an hour after the timer ended caused a bit of a stir in the Bounty Hunters' chat.

    Ethan even sent a personal message despite being involved in a battle at the Somol fortress.

    I informed them that I was alright and checked the Bounty mission updates.

    The existing missions had timed out, with no significant changes.

    However, there was a noticeable change from the target's perspective.

    「Warning」

    A Bounty Hunter is tracking you. (Location Confirmed)

    A translucent red system window appeared directly in front of me, making it impossible to close or move it aside.

    When I pressed the location confirmation button, a large map appeared with four marked points.

    After verifying with the other hunters, they matched their exact current locations.

    The map could be zoomed in and out, revealing that targets of Bounty Hunters received the same quality of information as the hunters themselves.

    This was quite a duality.

    "Do they want to prevent player killings or not?"

    The Bounty Hunt mission was essentially designed to exclude or eliminate players threatening innocent ones.

    But why then inform these excluded targets about the Bounty Hunters' whereabouts?

    "It feels like a warning."

    A caution to flee quickly—or face potential demise.

    Of course, before obtaining this location information, the possibility of being ambushed and killed by a Bounty Hunter was much higher.

    However, changing the perspective slightly,

    "If the target survives for ten days, the system gives them a chance."

    Why did the system add this feature to the Bounty Hunt mission?

    "Was it to balance the causality?"

    It's not impossible, but merely a conjecture.

    Briefly frowning over this system's duality, I shared the information I confirmed with the Bounty Hunters in the chatroom.

    - Sniper: The system doesn't seem to solely favor the hunters.

    - Eisa: Isn't that advantageous for us? If we know each other's locations, we can offer backup if needed.

    - Sniper: It's K who knows, not us.

    - Eisa: K can tell us, can't he?

    Sure enough, as long as there was no unwanted competition among the bounty hunters, it was a potentially useful function.

    "As other hunters also know my location, I won't feel like I'm being surveilled one-sidedly."

    However, unfortunately, I didn't have the chance to utilize this function actively, as a system message suddenly appeared during the discussion on utilizing the function.

    「Trait Capitalism is activated.」

    「The system is switching to support mode. Support Player: Kang Hyunwoo.」

    「HIDDEN MISSION - Bounty Hunt (Viceta-12) expires.」

    「Title 'Slayer' is generated.」

    At the same time, the Viceta 12 mission window I had open disappeared.

    When Ethan sent a message, it indicated that this wasn't solely occurring for me.

    - Ethan Rembrandt: K, the Viceta 12 mission just vanished... Is there something wrong?

    - K: I'm good.

    I replied promptly while checking the list of hidden missions.

    Yet, the mission, once vanished, didn't reappear.

    I proceeded to open the status window to examine the newly acquired title.

    「Slayer」

    • Description: A title given to those who commit unauthorized killings.

    • Effect: Killings committed by a player with this title are not recorded. Their sensitivity to the smell of blood is heightened.

    On the surface, it seemed like a compromise from the system.

    With no bounty hunters targeting me as the timer ran out, keeping the mission active seemed redundant.

    Yet, for some reason, it felt as if this was a form of rebuke from the system.

    "Sensitivity to the smell of blood heightened?"

    It almost seemed like a warning directed at someone like me, who had become desensitized to the scent of blood.

    I squinted at the trait's description and effect momentarily.

    But it was a pointless act.

    "No point in expecting something new to appear on the system window."

    Acknowledging that they couldn't block me any longer seemed sufficient.

    They probably expired the mission through direct intervention.

    I chose not to delve into further thoughts and closed the trait description window.

    Consequently, the status window I had opened earlier remained at the top of the game interface.

    Within it, the recently updated section containing titles drew my attention.

    Titles: Bounty Hunter, Mark of the Alliance, Tomb Raider, Slayer

    Excluding the Mark of the Alliance, the three titles granted by the system portrayed a rather notorious image.

    A hunter, a tomb raider, and now, a slayer.

    Scanning through, the connotations weren't exactly positive.

    "They sure know how to pick the right ones for me."

    Muttering a short curse, I shook my head and closed the status window.

    Leaving a token warning and advice in the Bounty Hunter chatroom.

    - K: The disappearance of my mission was a unique case. Don't expect the same in other situations. Assume that your locations will be disclosed to the target once the time limit is reached, and eliminate the target sooner.

    - K: It's the same condition if you kill an 'innocent player' and become the target. Thinking you'd follow the same route as me could lead to misfortune.

    They must have suspected that there was something hidden regarding me.

    "After all, it's through me that they became Bounty Hunters."

    This level of explanation should suffice.

    Although I had the trait Capitalism to justify the system's intervention, the others weren't guaranteed the same.

    "Unless they placed first in another round of the tutorial."

    If not, they couldn't receive direct assistance from the system.

    It would be problematic if they acted assuming all issues would resolve as they did for me.

    "Well, they aren't fools either."

    After slipping in some advice, it seemed appropriate to wrap up as I arrived conveniently at the central temple.

    Already achieving the purpose of my visit to Gemal and gathering substantial additional information.

    'I need to be cautious, seeing that some odd individuals are scheming against me.'

    Additionally, I cherished expectations regarding surpassing gains in the imperial capital.

    'I certainly didn't expect the princess to contribute to the orphanage fund.'

    Considering how much would be sent was intriguing.

    She was purportedly the favored and cherished princess of the emperor.

    'Even recovering six months, or even a quarter, of the operational cost would be delightful.'

    It felt as though the anticipation might keep me awake.

    'I requested delivery to the order to avoid unwanted trouble due to my association with Horfe.'

    Had I realized I would be this anxious, I might have directly requested the delivery instead.

    Clicking my tongue lightly, I strode onward.

    Arriving at what turned out to be Palao's temple.

    'For now, I should return.'

    Kim Yul had also mentioned returning after concluding their gathering.

    It was a suitable time to focus on personal development before establishing the investigative agency.

    I stood onto Palao's emblem etched on the temple floor to utilize the portal.

    「Order of Palao - Central Temple Portal (Travel)」

    The system window, familiar from prior experiences, appeared, so I swiftly pressed the travel button.

    A map illustrating the regions within Temoria's borders was displayed.

    The blue dots marked the locations where the Order of Palao had installed portals.

    "They've multiplied."

    It suggested the steady accumulation of order points.

    Recognizing a familiar locality name among the increased numbers, I clicked.

    * * *

    Soon after concluding the schedule in Gemal, Kim Yul achieved the Gold Rank.

    In contrast to the second awakening, where they attained the Silver Rank, this time, they looked weary and hesitated several times before finally succeeding.

    Moreover, during the additional awakening, Kim Yul didn't receive extra rewards like prestige.

    'The system offers rewards for the top five ranks only when new events occur.'

    Many in the community had mentioned fifth-rank rewards previously.

    It implied that between Kim Yul and me, at least four players had reached the Gold Rank.

    'Most of them are probably those Chinese folks.'

    They had the means to fully leverage the mana-gathering auction system, one of the few groups capable of doing so.

    They could completely suppress individual free will.

    Likely, some players, upon having their family's safety handed over to the government, were being treated like slaves, pooling mana to mass-produce Gold Rank.

    "It's not bad for me, though."

    I had decided to eliminate those folks entirely.

    Thus, their abnormal mass-production of Gold Rank would enhance the mana I could absorb after defeating them.

    "Consider them doing the legwork for me."

    All it required was patient waiting until the advent of the investigative agency.

    While waiting, continuing to refine the software was essential.

    "Is the trade settled with this?"

    "Right."

    I had just concluded a transaction involving store vouchers.

    One went to Cello, and the other to a new club member serving as a library librarian.

    The result of these trades yielded me 45 attribute stones.

    Each brought forth 23 and 22 stones, respectively.

    Even just looking at them made me almost feel full due to the sheer quantity.

    "Far more than anticipated."

    Thanks to concluding internal trades among club members beforehand.

    The final two individuals had essentially swept up the quantities gathered by other club members.

    Some of the non-sold ones absorbed them themselves, meaning it would be difficult to acquire more attribute stones for some time.

    Having concluded the trade and rejoined the party members, I continued absorbing the attribute stones.

    'Having to absorb them one by one is surprisingly inconvenient.'

    I hadn't expected to end up complaining about absorbing multiple attributes at once when I first obtained the stones.

    A brief smile formed, close to a chuckle.

    Before long, my party and I arrived at the forward base linked to the Villea fortress.

    Since Ahel hadn't joined us yet due to personal matters.

    "Didn't he say he'd arrive by 9:30?"

    I checked the pocket watch I had purchased in Bihar and stepped aside from the forward base.

    Waiting for Ahel to arrive.

    "Hey?"

    At that moment, an unexpected figure called out to us.

    "K, Yuria!"

    "Huh?"

    Upon hearing the voice calling her, Kim Yul immediately recognized the person.

    "Yokai hyung?"

    It was An Kijun, whom I hadn't seen for almost half a year.

    Though an unexpected meeting, it wasn't a relationship where either of us would turn hostile.

    Playing the same game, having the same base, and even sharing the same nationality.

    Running into each other wasn't strange.

    "How long has it been!"

    However, we weren't close enough to approach each other with a beaming smile, as if greeting a friend not seen for years.

    Curious about his joy, I noticed the unfamiliar faces behind him exchanging glances, slightly startled.

    "That's the new party he joined."

    A few months ago, An Kijun left Yang Hyewon's party to join another.

    'Probably because of the tight-knit exchange between Yang Hyewon and the National Intelligence Service.'

    Both the creation of the player department, mentioned by Squad Leader Yang Jochul, and An Kijun's party departure occurred around the same time.

    Given Yang Hyewon's already designated position as team leader, he must have heard the news.

    Judging it unsafe to maintain the party with her, he found a new party to join.

    All of them seemed to have some form of facial covering, like hats or masks.

    This implied they were players whose identities hadn't been recognized by the nation yet, just like An Kijun.

    Deciding to stay with others who wouldn't pry into their identities, sharing the same path might have been his choice.

    "Have you been well?"

    Drawing nearer in a short span, An Kijun extended his hand for a shake.

    Having gazed at him closely, I pondered briefly before returning a friendly smile and accepting his handshake.
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    "As you can see. How have you been, hyung? You mentioned you moved to a new party, right?"

    When I responded more amicably than expected, An Kijun's face brightened.

    "Ah, this is your first time seeing them, isn't it? Want to say hello?"

    It seemed he calculated that introducing me to his party members would be something I would accept. I followed An Kijun willingly, indeed intending to give a nod of acknowledgment.

    After exchanging introductions with unfamiliar people, I didn't forget to leave a word acting all friendly with An Kijun.

    "Please take care of him."

    Of course, I didn't say this out of genuine concern for An Kijun.

    'I was just paying him back.'

    An Kijun had always sent me items from Earth without complaint whenever I asked.

    He probably knew I was watching him, but he never showed discomfort.

    He had repeatedly proven that he had no intention of escaping my supervision.

    Despite knowing I had his home address, he didn't try to pull any unnecessary tricks like moving.

    'He must have calculated that being connected to me even in this way is more advantageous.'

    It was clear he intended to pull me into his network.

    'As long as he stays within my control, I'm fine with this much.'

    Ensuring perfect control over any loose threads potentially leading to Jonghun was a small price to pay.

    However, I had no plans to foster overly close relationships.

    'It would be a problem if he suddenly thought he could join my party.'

    Having dealt appropriately with An Kijun, I returned to my party members.

    Then, Kim Yul, who had been looking in our direction with a dazed expression, spoke up first.

    "...... Were you close with Yokai hyung?"

    "Just somewhat in touch. I ask for things from Earth sometimes."

    "...... With me and Taeho ahjussi around, why ask Yokai hyung? Why?"

    "Simply because it's convenient."

    I couldn't bother to explain I was monitoring and managing An Kijun.

    "...... I didn't know you'd become friendly with Yokai hyung."

    "There's no reason I have to tell you that."

    Thus, I just let the conversation fade.

    At that moment, a bright light burst out from the direction of the relocation magic circle at the forward base.

    Ahel emerged, looking around as if searching for us.

    'Timing is good.'

    With no need to wait any longer, I intended to head directly to the corrupted area.

    As I raised my hand towards Ahel's direction.

    "Ha."

    A sudden, dry laugh echoed.

    Turning to the source, I saw Kim Yul displaying a vacant expression.

    As soon as my gaze landed on him, he quickly lowered his head, but I had already seen enough of his face.

    'Why is he acting like this?'

    As soon as the feeling of puzzlement arose, Kim Yul, who was staring at the ground, suddenly turned away and mumbled.

    "I'm going to rest today."

    "What?"

    I frowned at Kim Yul's unexpected withdrawal.

    Today was the day we were supposed to complete a four-star mission in one day.

    If things fell through, we would miss out on absorbing mana worth tens of thousands, possibly a hundred thousand.

    'Does he not realize how crucial this hunting schedule is?'

    Especially when it was a group hunting schedule coordinated by all the party members?

    The occurrence of such an absence was not within my script.

    I quickly moved to stop the already receding figure.

    However, I wasn't the one who ended up stopping Kim Yul.

    "What will you say if you follow him? Don't; just let him be today."

    Blocking my path, Yang Taeho intervened.

    "I was going to stay quiet, but seeing this is just frustrating. Can't you stop now?"

    Bewildered by his sudden words, I looked up at Yang Taeho.

    "What are you trying to say?"

    In response, Yang Taeho, with a peculiar expression, asked me.

    "You don't really not know, do you?"

    About what exactly? Although I didn't voice the question, my expression apparently conveyed my thoughts well enough.

    "Geez, clueless smart guy."

    Judging from Yang Taeho muttering and shaking his head, I probably was a clueless smart guy.

    Running a hand through his short hair, he turned around.

    Kim Yul, at that moment, encountered Ahel who was approaching us.

    "Kim Yul-kun?"

    Ahel greeted Kim Yul, but instead of stopping, Kim Yul brushed past him.

    Upon reaching the location of the teleportation circle, Kim Yul left the forward base.

    Only then did Yang Taeho speak up again.

    "Being cold-hearted to a kid who's struggling for your recognition maybe a bit much, don't you think?"

    Undeniably, not once had this thought crossed my mind.

    'Recognition?'

    As I merely gazed at him, Yang Taeho gestured towards himself and Ahel, who was approaching us, and continued.

    "Considering it already felt like his place wasn't fully secure, having new party members coming in must've made him insecure."

    "......."

    "And with you trying to see if you're more familiar with somebody else, does that help his mentality hold up?"

    This time, Yang Taeho even pointed towards where An Kijun had been.

    "While we're discussing this, I noticed you particularly behave stringently towards Yul. Why's that?"

    Yang Taeho seemingly intending to unload everything that had piled up continued speaking.

    "Knowing your personality, I suspect you're not going to change your ways, but accepting someone into your party means you plan to keep going together, right?"

    "......."

    "Then rather than constantly evaluating and scoring, maybe try to be a bit more approachable?"

    Yang Taeho's voice raised in intensity.

    "If it's not hard, why keep staring at him with a look that says 'Let's see how capable you are'?"

    As I silently continued to listen, Yang Taeho sighed deeply.

    Then, he spoke in a somewhat subdued voice.

    "You too were once at that age, right?"

    At merely seventeen, how was I back then, it wasn't hard to remember.

    Those days when I perceived my world validated more through friends at school than family at home, where proving my place in that small world seemed more critical than anything.

    "Especially being unable to attend school and having a hard time here, occasionally having someone look out for you can be really good. No matter how perfect you are, nobody can live alone. We live by looking after each other. We should act like the adults we are, who are much older than him, and at least do that much, don't you think?"

    There was only one answer I could give.

    "Why the atmosphere? Why is Kim Yul just leaving? Are we not doing the purification today?"

    Swallowing a shallow sigh, I turned to Ahel who had arrived just in time and spoke.

    * * *

    Having returned to Habon from Villea Castle's front base via a relocation magic circle and portal, Kim Yul headed straight to the temple entrance.

    As he reached the sacred representation of the World Tree, where the gate was, he found himself stopping instinctively.

    Summoning the last vestige of his pride, he tried to withstand, but eventually looked back.

    Behind him were unfamiliar players with whom he had no acquaintance.

    K and Yang Taeho were nowhere in sight.

    'Yeah, they wouldn't follow me.'

    It didn't disappoint him since it was something he already knew.

    They must've devised a new hunting plan accounting for his absence.

    K was the type who always had three or four different contingency plans prepared.

    When his thoughts reached that point, his mouth became dry.

    "Damn it......"

    Seeing how K seemed to be getting much closer to An Kijun, he impulsively made a mistake.

    He was aware that feeling jealous over such a thing was shameful, yet...

    'But this is just too much.'

    Despite being the one accommodating this and that from the sidelines all along, the one who got closer ended up being An Kijun.

    "Damn it!"

    Grabbing his now rather long hair, Kim Yul stomped his feet in frustration.

    He made an impulsive error and now found himself bewildered by how to handle the aftermath.

    Caught up in a mix of emotions in front of the sacred representation of the World Tree, seemingly like a madman for quite some time.

    Once a bit settled, he exhaled a long sigh and lifted his gaze.

    Looking ahead, biharin who had grown accustomed to Outsiders and various players were busily on their ways.

    Like them, Kim Yul was present in that same space but...

    'Where should I go......?'

    Unlike them, he felt as if he had nowhere to go.

    Going back to Earth was awkward due to the discomfort caused by military figures from the NIS frequently stationed there.

    They constantly tried to pry details about K whenever they encountered him.

    Yet grabbing a room at an inn felt like a point of no return.

    Escaping K's view in such a manner might potentially lead to being officially expelled from the party, a fear that gripped him.

    'I guess I'll head to the dormitory.'

    Determined to head for lodging, Kim Yul exited the temple.

    It might not feel awkward to go there on his own, but at least for today or tomorrow, no one would come by.

    'It'll take them a bit more time to wrap up the 4-star mission without me.'

    During that time, he intended to adjust his feelings and casually return as if nothing had happened...

    'That character wouldn't easily sweep things under the rug.'

    Imagining K's response upon returning from the hunt, a sigh inadvertently escaped from him again.

    "Damn it, this wasn't what I intended."

    Stopping at a wooden post on the street, he ruffled his hair in frustration.

    His mind plagued with other thoughts he couldn't shake.

    'He hates when plans get messed up,' going by his observations of K who had a strong penchant for perfection.

    K highly disliked variables that disrupted his plans.

    Of course, he managed to achieve his goals within those situations due to his many contingency plans, but...

    'The dislike for variables was clear.'

    And then he bolted messing up the hunting schedule planned a week in advance.

    Would K take him back again?

    'Should I go back and apologize now?'

    But was the wrong really that significant?

    Kim Yul vacillated in the street, switching his gaze between the direction back to the temple and towards the lodging.

    Then a sudden rush of emotions overwhelmed him leading to an outburst.

    "Damn it! K, why'd you have to act all friendly with Kijun hyung back there?"

    Afterward, feeling frustrated, he rubbed his face harshly, running hands repeatedly through his hair.

    'I'll find a place to bunker down at the dorm for now.'

    Any way he thought about it, heading back to apologize was out of the question.

    'I have my pride, you know?'

    If this incident led to being kicked out of the party...

    'I'll camp out a second time at the orphanage in Loborre.'

    As K tended to show a softer side towards children, maybe showing him spending time playing with the kids at the orphanage...

    'Since he'd been regularly visiting during personal rest time, meeting him won't be difficult, right?'

    Surely, showing this much dedication might earn him another chance.

    Upon reaching a conclusion, Kim Yul turned towards the lodging.

    Trudging along with heavy feet, he couldn't help feeling a sense of existential despair over the situation.

    Initially, it was simple curiosity.

    Seeing the lines K had drawn, he wondered what it would be like inside, and what kind of treatment one might receive.

    Thus, he made the effort to gain K's recognition, becoming slightly more sincere over time, which led to increased effort.

    Yet, it certainly wasn't easy to cross those strangely drawn lines K maintained.

    'Maybe I've been marked from the beginning.'

    The cold, unwavering gaze that seemed capable of discarding him without hesitation.

    It seemed as though his every action was assessed, determining whether to keep or abandon him.

    Experiencing that constantly made him subtly feel as though he might never fully break through those lines set by K.

    So seeing K develop a closer relationship with An Kijun spun his head right around at that moment.

    Kim Yul chided himself for making such a rash decision based on a fleeting emotion.

    'It's not like I wasn't aware of his temperament.'

    His extreme human distrust had been evident from initially encountering K.

    He knew that it took a long time to gain trust.

    Nonetheless, being on the outside, constantly under evaluation, proved more tiresome than anticipated...

    Returning to his lodging, Kim Yul slammed the front door shut and headed upstairs.

    Stamping his feet harshly, one after another, only made his emotions rise even more aggressively.

    "Dictator bastard."

    Profane words slipped out impulsively, unable to suppress the turbulent feelings.

    "How he wasn't even surprised upon seeing that pile of corpses back then, is he a psychopathic machine devoid of emotions?"

    Commanding this or that, always insisting training...

    "If it were just that, I wouldn't even feel so wronged."

    Whenever finding the routine and training overwhelming, trying to negotiate, he'd always receive an unpleasant remark back.

    - You can't do this? Why not?

    - Instead of saying you can't do it, just do it. If it won't work, make it work.

    Recollecting those words from K never failed to rile him up.

    'Is it normal for me to worry about my blood pressure at this youthful age!?'

    He had been so worn by K's Spartan philosophy that ordinary tough training no longer felt exhausting.

    Yet K continued to treat him as though he were an outsider.

    With clenched teeth, Kim Yul, gripped with irritation, stomped even harder.

    'If you didn't mean to give hope, then don't do it.'

    Recently, that dictator began thinking about party members' physical condition while arranging the schedule.

    Thus, he somewhat hoped he might've entered inside that line, but...

    - There's no need for me to discuss such things with you.

    Today, he felt utterly slapped in the face.

    With a muddled heart, Kim Yul continued cursing K uninhibitedly.

    Thinking that K would never hear him boosted the audacity and intensity of his rant.

    Upon forcefully opening the door to his room, he stood petrified just as abruptly as he had opened his mouth.

    "Sorry to disappoint being a dictator bastard."

    K, having returned earlier via Ahel's magic, was sitting inside his room.
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    With a thoroughly expressionless face, K looked at Kim Yul and beckoned with his index finger.

    "If you've finished cursing, come in."

    Even as his body froze, Kim Yul's legs mechanically responded with a creak.

    This was the result of being unknowingly conditioned by K's Spartan-like mindset.

    "Close the door and sit."

    Thanks to that, Kim Yul could perfectly follow K's finger-twitching command once more.

    He carefully closed the door, trying not to make any noise, and sat awkwardly on the edge of the bed.

    Kim Yul stared at his knees. He couldn't bring himself to look at K.

    Just then, a deep sigh was heard from K's direction, and suddenly, something was tossed towards the bed.

    Almost reflexively, Kim Yul checked the item that had fallen on the bed sheet.

    'A passport...?'

    Why was that here, and why now, of all times?

    As he tilted his head in confusion, K crossed his arms and legs.

    Sweat started to bead on Kim Yul's back — a sign that the dictator was displeased.

    'Ah damn, am I really going to get kicked out of the party?'

    As he nervously rotated his eyes...

    "I won't say this twice, so listen well."

    When K opened his mouth, Kim Yul swallowed hard.

    He clasped his hands tightly over his knees determinedly before a single word could escape K's lips.

    Whatever came out of that mouth, he would not leave so easily.

    He couldn't be kicked out so pointlessly, not after all he'd gone through to get into this party.

    "I fundamentally don't trust humans as a species."

    Kim Yul steeled himself, listening closely to K's words.

    "I once personally saw an uncle abandon his nephew to take his brother and sister-in-law's insurance money and flee."

    Startled by the unexpected topic, Kim Yul's head jerked up.

    "He certainly knew what life awaited his underage nephew without that money, and yet he ran."

    K still wore that cold, expressionless mask.

    "I've seen the depths of a person's greed, and I think everyone has such depths."

    His familiar brown eyes were sharper than usual.

    "Taeho hyung, you, and I—all probably have such depths. We just haven't had the reason to reveal them."

    "Uh...."

    "So, don't expect unconditional trust from me."

    Kim Yul blinked silently at K.

    "When dealing with others, I don't consider uncertain elements like trust or affection. It's much simpler and cleaner to assess people based on their utility."

    His words were so calculated that they were almost overwhelming in their coldness. Yet, why was that?

    "As for An Kijun, let me clarify: he posed a risk of accessing personal information about someone important to me. So, I keep an eye on him by mingling just enough. Because he has much to gain from me, he'll stay under my control."

    As K continued his cold reasoning, Kim Yul's tumultuous emotions quieted.

    "If you plan to stay with me, you'll need to understand this."

    If you desire warm affection or strong bonds, he suggested you join another party.

    "I can introduce you to some members in the association if you like."

    Although the recruitment decision ultimately lay with their party lead...

    "With your attribute rank, they'd be eager to have you."

    K then cast a sidelong glance at the bed, speaking in the same calm tone as always.

    "If you're going to leave the party, just go ahead. But if you're staying, take a look."

    "...."

    "While I was waiting, I thought this could be allowed, at least."

    With that, K uncrossed his legs and leaned back in his chair.

    It was an evident gesture that he had finished speaking and awaited Kim Yul's choice.

    Kim Yul clearly understood the implication.

    Yet, for a while, he couldn't react.

    He was more than bewildered—he was utterly confused.

    'He's not someone to act like this...'

    The K he knew wasn't one to justify or explain himself like this.

    In his interactions with others, K was more about compelling with logic rather than emotional persuasion.

    Or rather, he likely didn't feel the need to persuade others at all.

    'Instead of convincing someone not willing to follow him, he'd just cut them off.'

    To those who trusted him and followed, he promised generous rewards.

    Conversely, for those who doubted his judgment or chose a different path, he had no mercy.

    K's patience wasn't wide enough to comfort them or forcibly drag them along.

    'He might give a final warning before cutting ties.'

    And if they made a different choice after receiving that warning, he would let go without any regrets.

    Because he believed the responsibility for every decision lay with the decision-maker.

    Having observed K for quite some time, Kim Yul understood his thought process pretty well.

    'But why is he saying all this to me?'

    It wasn't just that. There was also the passport sitting idly beside him, housing K's personal information.

    He pondered countless times why this was here.

    The conclusion was a single hypothesis.

    'A carrot...'

    A carrot for him to stay, rather than leaving for another party.

    As compensation for making him upset a moment ago?

    'It's more K's style to offer a reward than an apology or comfort.'

    While initially doubtful, the more he thought about it, the more it seemed like a carrot.

    'He'd never reveal personal details without thinking it through.'

    It was rare for K to share anything about himself.

    Even if he occasionally talked about past events or experiences.

    He'd never release any information that could identify his background.

    K was a man meticulous, if not obsessive, about controlling his personal information.

    Yet, K handed over his passport.

    And he said to only look if he intended to stay with the party.

    'If I learn his real name, he'll never let me leave the party.'

    A person who doesn't trust others couldn't possibly let Kim Yul go after that.

    The moment he looked at it, he'd be tied to the party until death.

    In other words, the risk of being expelled from K's party would completely vanish.

    If that wasn't a carrot, what was it?

    "This is insane...?"

    Kim Yul was so shocked that he didn't even realize he had spoken aloud.

    * * *

    "This is insane...?"

    Kim Yul, staring blankly at the passport, muttered under his breath.

    Wondering if he was talking to me, I raised an eyebrow.

    It seemed he wasn't even aware of what he said.

    'He seems flustered.'

    Maybe I should wait a bit.

    As I relaxed in my chair, staring intently at Kim Yul, my mind began to wander.

    'I never thought I'd show him my passport.'

    Not the fake identity that Squad Leader Yang Jochul arranged, but my real passport with my name on it.

    I brought it along in case something came up when I last returned to Earth, to have a means without involving Yang Jochul.

    'It's surprising even to myself.'

    Honestly, the essence of An Kijun's and Kim Yul's actions wasn't much different.

    From the beginning, Kim Yul approached me with a plan to gain something.

    Yet, my attitude toward the two differed significantly.

    'Unlike An Kijun, I find Kim Yul rather endearing.'

    Even when he was evidently struggling, he persevered and pushed through with sheer grit.

    After observing him closely, it was clear that Kim Yul was the type who fiercely seized the opportunities given to him.

    'Despite his appearance, he's diligent.'

    Ever since I devised a training schedule for him, he never once violated it.

    Despite grumbling, his body moved as if programmed.

    Given his persistent efforts, he was naturally different from someone like An Kijun, who was simply a monitor subject.

    'Having built some goodwill, Taeho hyung's words added to my thoughts.'

    It inevitably led to many reflections.

    I admit I might have been too harsh on Kim Yul at times.

    Perhaps I was subconsciously trying harder to rein myself in from becoming too attached.

    'Maybe it's because he's the same age as the twins....'

    Sharing the same age as the twins might have somewhat influenced me.

    Thinking about it all one by one, things became clear.

    I wanted Kim Yul to thrive. So, I watched him with a more critical eye.

    The more I drove him, the better he seemed to grow.

    'And he has followed well until now.'

    But I wouldn't forcibly hold onto someone who was unwilling.

    Even after all my explanations, if he couldn't understand my boundaries...

    'I have no choice but to connect him with the party that has the highest survival rate.'

    I had already reached a conclusion and decided to pull Kim Yul out of his daze.

    "Do I need to repeat myself?"

    He knows well enough that I'm sensitive about personal information.

    Since I presented the passport as an option, he should have figured out the nature of this offer.

    With a start, Kim Yul reached for the passport.

    But as he hesitated without opening it, I decided to add another remark.

    "For the record, I'm not planning to increase the party members for now. So if you're staying, stop the unnecessary jealousy."

    Our firepower is enough. Yang Taeho has recently mastered additional magic, so there's no shortage in the frontline.

    There's no reason to recruit more if Kim Yul decides to stay.

    When I made that clear, Kim Yul replied with an awkward grin.

    "Did I make it obvious?"

    "Did you think I wouldn't notice?"

    "Hahaha...."

    I knew he raised his guard each time an outsider tried to approach me.

    Choosing party members was my prerogative, so whether he did so was none of my concern.

    'Besides, those Kim Yul was wary of weren't even worth considering as candidates.'

    Until then, I thought it didn't matter what kind of relationship the party members maintained as long as there was no conflict between them.

    Had I not heard what Yang Taeho mentioned earlier, I might have continued thinking that way.

    'Continuing together, huh....'

    To be truly honest, I don't consider them my unconditional allies.

    However, just like during the Bounty Mission incident, I can trust them to watch my back when something happens to me.

    Since we acknowledge ourselves as a collective aiming for mutual benefit, I can't help but take care of them to some extent.

    It's slightly bothersome, but it's manageable.

    So, I decided to add one more thing.

    "If you're staying, quit needling Taeho hyung too."

    Since we broached the topic, I thought improving party members' relationships would be beneficial.

    "He's being nice due to his pleasant nature; if it were me, I would've flipped."

    "Well, I only do as much as the uncle can handle."

    With a shrug at my mix of warning and advice, Kim Yul reached out as if to return my passport.

    I frowned and asked.

    "You're not going to look?"

    "I don't think I need to."

    Is he planning to transfer to another party?

    "Of course, I have no intention of leaving this one!"

    "What?"

    "I realized you're unexpectedly weak in a drizzle, so I don't think it's necessary."

    I was at a loss for words as he grinned widely like usual.

    "Woof!"

    I heard a sudden noise from outside the window.

    It wasn't something passing by lightly; it was ongoing in front of the building.

    I alternated my gaze between Kim Yul and the window before getting up.

    Rather than continuing the current topic, I decided to pretend ignorance.

    'What's with the drizzle?'

    I persuaded him simply because someone of his rank and effort, someone I could trust to watch my back, is hard to find.

    'He said he's not leaving, so that's good enough.'

    Receiving the passport from Kim Yul, I approached the window.

    And then I involuntarily frowned.

    "... Why is that here?"

    "Woof, woof!"

    Circling and barking in front of the door was the mysterious beast I brought with me.

    I clearly left it at the Habon Temple before heading to the corrupted area.

    "That thing can find its way here alone quite well."

    "What?"

    Kim Yul, who approached me, delivered an unexpected remark.
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    "Hyung would sometimes forget to bring him along, right? He would then come here and scratch the front door. I opened it for him a few times!"

    He said, recalling the days when I had indeed forgotten to bring that beast along.

    'I must have forgotten on some of the days when using the gate,' I realized, as traveling by portal landed me inside Palao's temple, whereas using the gate would drop us in front of the World Tree's idol.

    On several occasions, I had forgotten about him and simply returned to the base.

    It wasn't that I showed affection or felt a sense of ownership toward the beast, but since I was the one who had brought him along, I felt obligated to take care of him out of responsibility.

    'I suppose it's also because he consumes only my mana and nothing else,' I reflected, recalling that attempts by folks like Yang Taeho or Kim Yul to feed him their mana had been futile.

    Frankly, I thought it was a mistake to have picked him up in the first place more than once.

    But after holding onto him myself, the thought of simply offing him left a bad taste.

    Even during battles, if caring for him had significantly drained my mana, I might have killed him despite the discomfort.

    Sadly, the mana required to look after him was manageable during my downtime.

    'I guess one could say there's no justifiable reason to dispose of him...,' I mused.

    Though I had grown accustomed to killing, I didn't wish to slaughter life forms that had crossed my path indiscriminately.

    Yet, keeping him around was surprisingly demanding.

    Finding myself in a dilemma, I sighed deeply. The beast, sensing my gaze, looked up at me from the front door.

    "Woof woof!"

    It barked right at Kim Yul and me, as if knowing exactly where we stood by the window.

    Even for a creature that had heard our voices, a glance around was typical. Yet, how could it know we were on the second floor, in Kim Yul's room specifically?

    "Hmm!"

    A sense of discord lingered as I pondered this oddity further.

    'Can it really find its way back to the base on its own?'

    I wasn't shocked that he knew the route back, as I had walked him between the base and the temple numerous times.

    Spending over a month feeding the beast mana had clued me into its surprisingly high intelligence. Yet, I was curious about how it chose its timing to return to base.

    'Is it aware of us being at the base and comes accordingly?'

    How could it know? Was someone informing it of our return?

    But we had just used Ahel's magic to come straight back, so there would be no one at the temple to alert it.

    'Perhaps it wanders when it feels like, getting lucky sometimes?'

    If it's stumbling across us occasionally, it's not all too shocking.

    'So why does this not sit right with me?'

    While I contemplated this lingering suspicion, Kim Yul suddenly commented, "Isn't that Rashar Nuna?"

    I glanced where Kim Yul was pointing and indeed saw Rashar.

    'She's returned,' I thought, recalling that she had been deployed to the Galbaric Plains, an intense and yet-to-be-disclosed battle site for players.

    Higher-ranked evolved species appeared there, necessitating someone of her caliber.

    'No specific news of victory or defeat has emerged,' I reflected, suspecting that another meaningless war of attrition had taken place. Still, she seemed unharmed, which was a relief.

    'It's good timing,' I thought, as there was something I needed to confirm with her following Grettman's remarks.

    I had been waiting for her return. With that in mind, I headed downstairs to meet Rashar. Kim Yul followed me, asking, "Hey, hyung."

    "Yeah?"

    "When will you name it?"

    "The beastly one? I'm contemplating throwing it away rather than naming it."

    Beyond consuming mana, it served little purpose.

    'Keeping it feels more trouble than it's worth,' I lamented over how to handle this troublesome beast.

    'If it could consume mana from others, I could at least find someone interested in peculiar animals to adopt it. '

    But the fact it consumed only my mana made it more challenging. If I abandoned it, starvation would be inevitable, which prevented me from just casting it aside.

    I sighed and opened the front door.

    "Woof!!"

    The beast eagerly dashed inside, circling around my legs.

    It had grown nearly twice its initial size but still moved with familiarity, walking and running without any awkwardness.

    Yet, its energy bouncing around obliviously was irritating when I was already burdened with headaches because of it.

    I frowned and picked the creature up by the scruff.

    It obediently wagged its tail and barked even as I held it aloft, displaying dog-like behavior while looking more like a fox.

    As I stared at the troublesome creature, I suddenly thought of something that looked similar.

    "Rice Cake!"

    I muttered.

    "Huh?!"

    Kim Yul remarked, hearing me.

    "Looks just like a Rice Cake!"

    I noted.

    "... Are you referring to the snow white cake?"

    "Yes!"

    I replied, tossing the creature into Kim Yul's arms.

    "Name it Rice Cake. Done deal, right?"

    "... No other options? It's a living being, after all. Naming it after food doesn't seem right, does it?!"

    Kim Yul objected.

    Options? What options?

    "Just call it!"

    I dismissed Kim Yul's complaint and examined the leather collar around the beast, now dubbed Rice Cake.

    It was a temporary collar designed to hold mana tools, with a mana accumulation tool attached as its feeding bowl, holding roughly 2,000 attribute mana.

    This tool was one reason for my disfavor towards the beast.

    'Mana accumulation tools are rare.'

    Ahel possessed only four and had declined my request to borrow one.

    'The rarest red one, capable of storing the greatest mana, reportedly had only 22 left across the continent.'

    Other quantities had been lost during the war, and new ones couldn't be crafted as all kingdom's mana towers had fallen.

    Though money couldn't buy new tools, since mages owning them refused sales, 'Finding mana accumulation tools would be a boon.', I sighed again while checking the remaining mana in Rice Cake's bowl.

    Thankfully, it seemed that recent accumulation went untouched, as none had been consumed.

    Letting Kim Yul hold Rice Cake's leash, I instructed, "Bring the creature up later. I have a separate conversation with Rashar."

    I preferred avoiding the hectic barking while conversing.

    "Yeah, yeah."

    "Yes, yes."

    "K, Yul!"

    Before Kim Yul could answer, Rashar arrived.

    "Both of you were here, huh. Kurumi wanted to leave the temple, so I accompanied him for a walk. Seems I came out at the right time! How have you been faring?"

    "As you can see, come on in!"

    I replied, stepping aside to let her pass by.

    * * *

    K and his party members conducted joint training every alternate dawn.

    Ahel occasionally joined in, as K's teleportation magic was essential for scenarios involving evacuation or infiltration.

    Though Ahel, who had learned the art of magic long ago, didn't require the consistent practice necessary for Outsiders, he only needed to align with K's gestures to execute two or three magics.

    After fulfilling his part, Ahel usually retreated to a side, spending time alone on such training days.

    About a month had passed since K's return from Gemal, and today was one of those days.

    "Ha-ahh!"

    Ahel yawned while seated idle, yet didn't find the time entirely dull, as there was the amusement of closely observing K.

    K's mana arrangements had intensified noticeably even in the few days absent from the dawn training.

    'He truly advances his skills every other day,' Ahel noted.

    His unwavering determination, diligence, and decent acquisition capability were remarkable.

    'Had all Outsiders been as adept as him, hope would've risen.'

    Regrettably, the 7 Great Gods had brought mostly soft, ceremony-sated minions.

    A prime example was Kim Yul, who was struggling to maintain a 4th-grade wind magic implementation.

    "Again over two minutes, huh?"

    "... It's 13 seconds faster than yesterday," replied Kim Yul, consuming minutes casting a wide-range magic.

    As if unsatisfied himself, K frowned while critiquing him.

    "Trim it below 10 seconds. How many minutes does it consume casting magic?"

    Ahel, had he been instructing Kim Yul, might've added another point, 'Contort your mana arrangement more.'

    Kim Yul's mana arrangement during casting was regrettably straightforward, resembling textbook examples. 'Practically oozing that textbook simplicity, silly,'

    In elite magical circles, openly employing such textbook mana arrangements would invite ridicule, as core arrangements highlighted vulnerabilities, easily exploited by any competent mage with a flick of the finger.

    'Would anyone even call that magic after witnessing it?'

    Baseline arrangements served merely as minimal apparatus for encouraging nature's interference.

    Skilled mages became distinguished by their adeptness at altering these fundamental arrangements.

    By those standards, what Kim Yul showcased was rudimentary, evoking the likeness of child's play.

    Hypothetically, had another mage demonstrated such simplicity as magic, Ahel might've snickered yet kept his amusement discreet.

    'It doesn't warrant much attention here, though,' since most Outsiders mirrored Kim Yul, adhering strictly to textbook arrangements.

    'How do they fortify themselves simply amplifying attribute mana henceforth?'

    It seems akin to a pig adorned with a diamond necklace.

    'That's why that side appears more notable.'

    K seemed relentless in dissecting and altering textbook mana arrangements, endeavoring to commune with nature.

    'Did he advance Firestorm beyond ignition?'

    K's iteration of Firestorm far transcended mere airborne fire singeing, evolving into lively, dancing flames, necessitating intense alteration of baseline arrangements.

    'I was genuinely surprised hearing he devised a barrier fragmentation magic without prior tutoring.'

    Although barrier-splicing isn't of high-grade magic, it becomes cumbersome as mental acuity becomes obligatory.

    Even seasoned earth-aligned mages neglect its application out of redundancy.

    Achieving it without outside instruction within only a few months of mana manipulation was undeniably remarkable.

    'Indeed, he's exceptional,' recognizing K's potential made him vigilant.

    When he first decided to align with Rashar out of her concerns for K, envisioning facilitation of matters ahead was naturally anticipated.

    Despite increased engagements, K's guarded demeanor persisted.

    In fact, it might have even sharpened compared to their initial meeting.

    'Suggesting that misguided advice was likely my misstep?'

    In all realms, mana intrinsic to an individual's 'nature' remains predominantly unchanged. While gradual modifications occur overtime, inherent dispositions wield greater weight.

    Predictably, K faced challenges maneuvering water-aligned mana due to this innate trait.

    'A mind that's cold, yet fervor lingers within.'

    Previously encountered electric attribute wielders likewise bore this duality.

    'Typically contemplative – thereby circumspect and analytical,' Whilst occasionally astonishingly impulsive decisions were made, displaying heightened sensitivity when internal stimuli warranted extreme reactions.

    'Sudden rage-fueled outbursts characterized many of his ilk too,' Manifesting electric attribute underscored detecting far more temperamentally inclined to fire – despite allegedly brushing water with a toe in equilibrium.

    Most beings refrained from hesitation in pursuit of competition, never sparing adversaries and relishing combat. K fundamentally embodied lightning's inherent aptitudes astonishing well.

    'To maneuver him by one's wits, there preferred disposition seemed ideal.'

    If one knows the elements that make K react sensitively, it becomes very easy to guide him in the direction one desires.

    'In his case, probably...'
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    Weakness, or perhaps compassion.

    It seemed that one or both of these elements lured him into the fiery pit of impulse.

    "Maybe it's both."

    If there was a common peculiarity in K's behavior, it was his typical disposition of strong against the strong, weak against the weak.

    "He wouldn't bow before the strong, and he'd become infinitely gentle and lenient before the weak."

    Like a mirror, K's attitude changed according to the demeanor displayed by his counterpart.

    When Ahel realized this, he was genuinely delighted.

    He saw hope in that if he could garner K's sympathy, he might escape this dreadful pit.

    So he had hoped K would remain steadfast for a while longer.

    But at some point, K's disposition leaned slightly towards the water attribute side.

    To Ahel, it was an unwelcome development.

    "Those who wield water attribute mana are less prone to being swayed by emotions, making them harder to manipulate."

    The shift in K's disposition was of no use to Ahel's plan, which was to build rapport with K and evoke his sympathy to secure a way out.

    "I don't even know how that gate works."

    Though he prided himself as a capable spatial mage, the investigation into the gate had been disastrous.

    His abilities couldn't uncover the operating principles of the gate.

    Thus, implementing magic with the same function was impossible.

    'It's an event involving a force far higher than mana, a phenomenon with divine intervention.'

    Despite various attempts and contacts out of hope, the gate seemed designed so that individuals like Ahel, who were raised in the same world, couldn't use it.

    Outsiders could come into this world, but it was impossible for them to venture into the world of outsiders.

    In the end, he couldn't find a way to escape this accursed pit on his own this time either.

    Ahel squeezed his eyes shut and opened them again out of frustration.

    "In any case."

    Just then, K, who was engrossed in training, suddenly spoke up.

    Ahel, as if nothing had happened, opened his eyes and looked toward where K was.

    "I think I need to visit Gemal again soon."

    K was gazing idly into the air, having paused from his beloved training.

    There was something captivating about his eyes, which emanated a bluish glow.

    For some reason, he seemed a little joyful.

    'A chill ran down my spine.'

    While his gaze was sharp enough to kill, his lips curled slightly upwards.

    As Ahel fixated on K's newfound expression, he noticed Kim Yul speaking to him.

    "Is it because of that investigation team?"

    "Yeah, now that we've finished selecting the operatives, we can get down to business."

    "What about the Garlic flavor old man?"

    Kim Yul's question made K snort a laugh, as if it were too laughable, filled with disdain.

    "Do you think I'd go unprepared? You have nothing to worry about."

    "That's a relief then."

    Only then did Ahel realize what K's spine-chilling laugh meant.

    'Goodbye, Gallonic.'

    Recalling Gallonic, who he occasionally encountered when following Rashar to the order's headquarters, he couldn't help but chuckle.

    'Won't have to see that unpleasant face when visiting headquarters anymore.'

    The anticipation of Gallonic's imminent downfall was so satisfying it drew a humming tune.

    Though disappointing to not witness it firsthand.

    'Should I give Rashar a recording crystal?'

    Surely, she would participate in some schedule related to the investigation team.

    Even if she might complain, saying I was up to something weird again.

    It couldn't hurt to capture Gallonic Hogue's downfall on video.

    As Ahel hummed a little tune while plotting something, he heard K's voice.

    "Ahel."

    At just the right moment, K turned to him and said.

    "Training's over, let's head back."

    K's maroon eyes were cold, almost piercing.

    'Oh dear, he might stab someone with those eyes.'

    Swallowing a sigh, Ahel dusted off his pants and got up.

    "Yes, let's go."

    At least until he finds another lifeline, he needed to stay by his side.

    Only then might he have a chance to win that painstakingly meticulous guy's sympathy.

    For now, he had to endure being treated like a convenient teleportation circle.

    * * *

    The Emperor of the Atar Empire had an aunt who, despite being royal, married into an unremarkable barony instead of a great noble house.

    "To prevent any factions from rising, she was cast away to a powerless family."

    They severed all political limbs to ensure she wouldn't aspire to power.

    This person, who was cast away into such a marriage, was Gallonic Hogue's birth mother.

    Thus, Gallonic was not only the child of a lower noble but also a royal with a recognized succession to the throne for two generations post-marriage.

    "A royal born into a powerless family."

    It was the perfect background to become a plaything for powerful high nobility.

    In reality, he seemed to have been bullied by other high nobles' children during his childhood.

    His precarious position began to change when he started mingling with Princess Isola.

    From a certain point, since Isola particularly favored Gallonic, the Emperor allegedly provided him with conveniences.

    Although he entered the order due to his second son status, the Biharin religion places no strict restrictions on clergy regarding marriage or wealth accumulation.

    In other words, after bonding with Isola, he started enjoying a fair amount of privileges.

    Indeed, he leveraged his royal status to forge close ties with influential figures in politics and economics.

    Additionally, through his social status as a priest, he exerted a significant influence on both ecclesiastical and societal matters.

    "This is what I've found."

    Even this made it apparent how challenging it was to prosecute someone like Gallonic on a whim.

    "It'd be impossible to demand an investigation on that suspicious guy and yield any results."

    Particularly if the plea came from a nameless outsider like myself, it would be even easier to disregard.

    "The order has been unable to intervene, leaving him unchecked."

    With me involved, it doesn't mean everything would be resolved instantly.

    "Though I did strike first to ensure he doesn't act up again."

    Conducting a thorough investigation on him remained a separate issue.

    Initially, I intended to settle for less than thorough measures.

    'Ultimately, my focus is on the Chinese players more than the traitors.'

    If he interfered with my objective, I was prepared to engage intensely.

    However, I believed I couldn't prevent him from discreetly extricating himself.

    "That's reality."

    I was aware of this perfectly well.

    But strangely, as time passed, I couldn't quite let go.

    Imagining him slipping through my net and boldly confronting me made my blood pressure spike, causing me to bolt awake even while asleep.

    After several such days, I had no choice but to relinquish my resignation and shift my thinking.

    "I haven't tried everything yet."

    From that day, I deployed all means and methods at my disposal.

    Consequently, I found myself wanting to commend my past self for not giving up.

    Because, at an unbelievably perfect timing, I discovered an unbelievably perfect card.

    "If you're going to strike, strike decisively."

    I had to ensure that he would have no chance to rebound, obliterate him so thoroughly that he'd dare not even dream of it.

    For that impeccable moment, I held my breath and waited.

    Until formal documents concerning the establishment of a law enforcement body were issued, and accordingly, until the selection of operatives who would act with investigative authority concluded, I remained quietly still.

    Thus, after nearly a month of patience, finally.

    "For the harmony of the two worlds, we pledge to eradicate these brutal crimes."

    Five investigative units, each consisting of 30 members, were formed, and from today, following the inauguration ceremony, these units can legally scour all territories under Biharin jurisdiction.

    I was one of the leaders among the five investigative teams, attending the inauguration ceremony.

    The event proceeded seamlessly without incident.

    Once the ceremony ended, a banquet kicked off.

    Honestly, it was more of a casual outing than a banquet.

    "Everyone was worried, but it's a relief."

    As the atmosphere lightened, Rashar, who had been with me since the ceremony, spoke up.

    Instead of giving her my attention, I briefly replied while still facing forward.

    "Indeed."

    Isola had a significant role in this achievement.

    She would continue to play a critical role in what's about to unfold.

    I confirmed Isola's location, who had graced us with her presence even at the gathering.

    'Later, when I briefly step aside.'

    Observing the room's ambiance, I decided to wait a little longer.

    "Well, um..."

    At that moment, Rashar, standing beside me, opened her mouth again as if there was more to say.

    Wanting to avoid engaging in a conversation with her, I swiftly switched the topic.

    "By the way, what about Lord Gretman?"

    "Still no word."

    "It would have been nice to greet him while here in Gemal. Please let me know when he's back."

    "... I will."

    Facing Rashar remained awkward for me.

    The reason was, of course, due to a conversation we had about a month ago.

    "With time, you'll become adept at whatever you use frequently. The same applies to authority."

    "I'm embarrassed to admit it, but honestly, it's hard to see myself as a proper apostle."

    "Meanwhile, lord Gretman has fulfilled his duties as an apostle for nearly 40 years."

    "There are rumors that Lord Gretman can perceive possibilities beyond possibilities..."

    "Maybe he saw a potential for charity in you."

    Reflecting on the expression and gaze Rashar used back then, as if expecting something from me, I swallowed a sneer.

    "Charity?"

    Ridiculous.

    I'm fairly self-aware and understand that I'm not someone who'd commit to helping others just because they're pitiful.

    While I'm not so petty to ignore someone in need when I'm capable of aiding them.

    'I'm not so selfless as to hollow myself out unconditionally for others.'

    If I was certain that helping would harm me, I wouldn't do it.

    What possibility could he have seen in someone like me?

    His actions and words from the imperial banquet continued to rattle in my mind.

    'Is he planning to force me to live by the doctrine of charity?'

    If Gretman's intention in bringing me to the imperial palace was to press for such a course.

    'I owe him.'

    Thanks to Gretman, I overheard the secret conversation between Gallonic and Reitan, allowing me to exploit Princess Isola to strike Gallonic.

    In addition, I established connections with influential figures of the Atar Empire.

    Particularly, with a channel to someone who possesses a Spirit Stone mine, there was potential for acquiring more attribute mana.

    Since I had verbally committed, I needed to repay him.

    But even a month later, there had been no contact from Gretman.

    If he expected adherence to the doctrine of charity as repayment, I found it problematic.

    'Pretending to be charitable wouldn't be difficult.'

    It wasn't possible to genuinely feel that deep down.

    That was beyond my ability.

    I pondered over what to do.

    Should I reach out to Gretman first to negotiate?

    'There's no need.'

    They might want something else.

    'Besides, I don't even know where he is.'

    While it was unsettling to leave a debt unpaid, it felt right to wait under the current circumstances.

    Just as I concluded my thoughts, her voice interrupted.

    "Although not exactly a replacement, while here in Gemal, perhaps a meal with the High Priests..."

    "No."

    I shot a side glance at Rashar and interrupted firmly.

    "I need to leave right after the ceremony."

    Facing Rashar only served to remind me of the conversation we had.

    But I couldn't meet her expectations.

    "Oh, I see..."

    By now, she would have realized that her company made me uncomfortable.

    At the end of that unpleasant rift, Isola finally moved.

    "I'll be back shortly."

    "Ah..."

    Leaving Rashar behind, I headed in the direction Isola moved.
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    Chapter 181. Small World (6)

    I approached Isola after she had briefly stepped away and returned. This was a deliberately planned action, and I already had my speech prepared.

    "In the preliminary investigation, the name of Priest Gallonic was mentioned again."

    "But there is no way he would do such a thing."

    "It seems as though there are people within the Order who are trying to slander Priest Gallonic."

    As one of the leaders of the investigative team, I had been invited to this event. Thanks to this, it wasn't difficult to pretend to leak insider information to coax Isola.

    "I am also uncomfortable seeing such a virtuous person being wrongfully accused."

    "So, I came up with a solution..."

    "This is an artifact bestowed upon us Outsiders. It contains the authority of the 7 Great Gods and possesses a special strength."

    With a bit more acting, Isola, gleeful, rolled up her sleeves, resulting in an unexpected outcome.

    "Because of that foolish princess, things have gotten troublesome."

    "U-Uncle...?"

    Isola ran to Gallonic and thrust a rabbit doll into his hands. Standing opposite, Gallonic, holding the rabbit doll, both appeared visibly bewildered, yet Gallonic's mouth continued to move.

    "I can't sell those commoners for a while, so it's troublesome. It was quite a major source of income. Damn that princess, what a situation."

    From afar, where I observed their comedic scene, I nonchalantly glanced to confirm the doll in Gallonic's hand.

    The top contributor to the unfolding drama was the artifact I acquired through Kirish, whom I had forged a connection with at the Order of Palao.

    「The Rabbit Doll that Knows Angela's Secret」

    • Category: Artifact

    • Acquisition Difficulty: Unique

    • Rank: ★★★★

    • Description: Angela, who had a secret affection for a boy in her village, whispered her secrets to the rabbit doll every night. The divine gaze of the 7 Great Gods witnessed this, endowing the rabbit with a special power. True to Angela's desires, the rabbit's ears can hear the honest thoughts of the person whose name is written on them, for 30 minutes.

    • Usable Count: 0/1

    I had written Gallonic Hogue's name on the rabbit's ears. Holding this doll meant Gallonic had to voice everything running through his mind for 30 minutes.

    Of course, until the timer expired, he couldn't let go of the rabbit doll.

    'This network I painstakingly built is finally paying off.'

    By squeezing time from my busy schedule to share information and tips, I had constructed a network.

    Today's success is the culmination of the growth and expanded range of activity from the members of this network. Had I tried to find a solution alone, I would have never been able to dethrone Gallonic.

    Much has changed for the better, thanks to this artifact. I stifled a laugh. Laughing in such a situation would only bring trouble from Isola or, worse, face the Emperor's ire.

    'I better avoid drawing unnecessary attention.'

    Hence, concealing my laughter, I deliberately dropped the glass I was holding to feign surprise.

    "What is the meaning of this? How could this perversion ruin everything! No, it can't end like this! Do you know what I endured to humor that half-wit princess? My grand achievement remains unfulfilled! I must replace my mother and become the Emperor! The Emperor and his offspring must be feed for the monsters! This can't be the end!"

    While I hid my true intentions, Gallonic continued to utter more of his true feelings.

    Isola, shocked by this extravagant confession, turned pale and staggered.

    Eventually, she fell backward. The aftermath was that the banquet descended into chaos.

    Attendants supported the unconscious Isola, and Gallonic was dragged away.

    As I watched from a distance, I felt someone's gaze, and turning around, I met the eyes of Jose Wolfrian.

    Observing me with an inscrutable expression, he nodded slightly.

    Was it a gesture of gratitude for dealing with the troublemaker he couldn't handle himself?

    'Even if there is another meaning, it matters not.'

    Should Gallonic have remained, he would have undoubtedly been a hindrance rather than help. In the grand scheme, it was better he was gone.

    Ignoring the possible implications of Jose Wolfrian's gesture, I diverted my gaze calmly. I was focused on the back of the departing Gallonic when I sensed someone approaching.

    "Quite a commotion as he leaves."

    "Indeed."

    It was Ethan. He too had been invited here under similar circumstances as I was. Notably, he was the only one selected from the association.

    "What about the artifact? Shouldn't we retrieve it?"

    "There's no rush."

    For the 30 minutes the artifact was active, it couldn't be taken from Gallonic's hands.

    'It'll be amusing to watch him involuntarily confess everything for a while longer.'

    Whatever he says, it could not go beyond revealing his heinous acts, and that didn't concern me. I was content to enjoy the current situation leisurely.

    Yet Ethan seemed unsettled as he quietly questioned, "Can we trust the royal family?"

    Even if the princess is innocent due to ignorance, what about the Emperor?

    "It's unsettling."

    Ethan seemed worried about possible collusion between the royal family and the traitors.

    "The Emperor's involvement with the traitors is unlikely."

    The fact that Reitan and Gallonic conspired to discreetly instigate the Emperor was proof enough.

    "The Emperor wouldn't personally step in to cover up this matter."

    When Isola complained, the Emperor took action. It meant that even if the situation progressed, it wouldn't affect him adversely.

    'Though, admittedly, just this isn't substantial proof.'

    The Emperor could cut his losses and withdraw. Despite this possibility, I was convinced that the Emperor had no involvement with the traitors or human traffickers.

    "Why's that?"

    "The purpose of those monsters is the extermination of demi-humans."

    Ethan exhaled a short breath of realization.

    A purpose with no room for compromise or alternatives.

    The reason countless negotiations attempted during past wars consistently failed.

    'The monsters have no intention of sparing the demi-humans.'

    Their aim is solely destruction and annihilation. Hence, making a pact between traitors and the Emperor impossible.

    Aligning with them would obliterate the royal lineage's future.

    'The Emperor, in order to safeguard his power, must inevitably oppose the traitors.'

    In a world where gods exist, the current Emperor leveraged resources, using them as weapons to establish imperial power over ecclesiastical authority.

    It signifies his fixation on power, and thus, he wouldn't make choices that discard what he seized.

    "He may try to sustain the existing situation and power structure..."

    The idea that he'd do something risking extinction of the demi-humans makes no sense.

    "He might have been aware and simply ignored it. Isn't it hard to believe he didn't know at all?"

    The Emperor's eyes and ears were likely scattered everywhere.

    Perhaps he pretended not to know.

    "Being aware yet passive? Why would he do that?"

    "When the non-combatant population increases, so does the consumption of food."

    "And that is...?"

    I grabbed a bite-sized piece of finger food from a nearby table.

    "The increased population means more mouths to feed, and under Bihar's current circumstances, such changes pose a high risk of causing food shortages."

    "I see..."

    The resources Bihar can produce yearly are limited.

    'This is because the territory in which demi-humans can operate is confined.'

    In this context, about a decade ago, the war abruptly halted.

    Meaning fewer individuals are dying.

    'Volunteers supporting the army have been dwindling recently, as well.'

    This indicates an increase in the civilian population, not significantly contributing to the war effort.

    Thus, if the Emperor decided to reduce surplus population to maintain these conditions.

    This explains the neglect.

    'Even if this turns out to be true, it's not surprising.'

    Based on various investigations conducted before today's inauguration, signs suggested this.

    'There were indeed food-related riots.'

    Though small-scale, they were quickly suppressed with relief rice distributed by the Order.

    'Bihar is already collapsing.'

    I chewed and swallowed the rather delicious finger food while also swallowing my final thought with it.

    Ethan, solely with my previous statements, seemed profoundly affected.

    I decided to offer him a bitter consolation.

    "Ethan, this isn't some dream-filled, hopeful new world within a game."

    It's just a dimension teetering on the brink of collapse, tainted with signs of defeat.

    "If you hoped for a happy ending where everyone smiles, let go of it soon."

    Seeing and hearing more in Bihar was solidifying my conviction.

    Even with more players joining, Bihar couldn't revert to its peaceful past.

    Rebuilding a lost civilization anew would be a mighty undertaking.

    'It'll just hold out for a little longer.'

    Earth, during this time, needs to prepare for the next war, acquiring everything possible here.

    Perhaps that's why Rashar's expectant gaze upon me had become uncomfortable.

    Contrary to her hopeful discussion of charity, I had no intention to save this world.

    'It's not something that I can do with my abilities, after all.'

    Thus, I swallowed my sigh, reassuring myself.

    Having wrapped up a conversation with Ethan filled with rather heavy words.

    "Quickly, bring the priest of Karlos!"

    Isola was carried away on a stretcher.

    I glanced at her pale, unconscious face through the corner of my eye.

    I had heard rumors that she urged the Emperor multiple times in preparation for today.

    'Her belief in Gallonic's innocence must have been that strong.'

    Hence, I decided to use her hand when employing the artifact.

    She was someone who would easily move toward clearing Gallonic's name, formidable enough to be uncritical even when I acted a bit ungracious.

    'She never imagined she would reveal the true identity of her trusted kin with her own hands.'

    I knew the method I chose might seem violent from Isola's standpoint.

    Nevertheless, I had no regrets.

    Even if her being deceived by Gallonic wasn't her fault.

    'I don't feel obliged to cover for her.'

    The Emperor would surely console her; there's no need for me to nurture her like a fragile potted plant.

    'Better to secure my own lifeline.'

    To avoid scrutiny from the Emperor due to this incident, a minimum clean-up was necessary.

    I planned to leverage connections formed during last year's banquet to create public opinion that I uncovered the identity of one deceiving Isola rather than her being manipulated by me.

    'That way, I won't face open criticism.'

    I would effectively save Isola from her delusion.

    'Princess Isola shouldn't appear foolish.'

    Gallonic, who deceived her, must be portrayed as trash while Isola herself must evoke sympathy as a thorough victim.

    That would quell any potential royal wrath directed toward me.

    Handling the aftermath here should suffice.

    After settling urgent matters.

    'Negotiate with the System.'

    Before the investigation, I intend to address the most obstructive issue.

    If the System accepts my proposed problem and solution, uprooting the Chinese players will become easier.

    Moreover, there's a mountain of problems awaiting resolution.

    'The drug issue in South America can't be left unmonitored.'

    Having acquired legitimate investigative authority, inspecting shady dealings could prove beneficial.

    'Given Jose Wolfrian's favorable response, he seems to view this event as an opportunity...'

    That ensures the headquarters of the Order won't hinder me.

    Fixing my gaze on one of the attendants carrying Isola away, I covered my mouth with a hand, my eyes gleaming with determination.
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    A conference room adorned with antique furniture.

    Gathered there were the members of Agnotia who belonged to the most extreme faction.

    "I heard that the priest Somir in Gemal was arrested. Is it true?"

    "Yes, the charge was bribery."

    "Do you really believe that? I heard he encountered an outsider and a Vellego priest at a banquet. He must have been caught then."

    "I heard that the Finelpenia side strongly insisted on the arrest and investigation..."

    "Don't even get me started. They took over one investigation team and are acting all high and mighty."

    "Huh, what on earth is happening?"

    They all couldn't hide their anxiety.

    During the process of exposing those colluding with the human traffickers, an unexpected incident occurred.

    Completely unrelated crimes were uncovered.

    Embezzlement, bribery, illegal personnel solicitation, appointments, and even affairs with nobility were discovered.

    As soon as the investigation team found these charges, the central headquarters' inspection unit intervened, and a significant number had already been arrested.

    Given the situation, even those unrelated to the trafficking were being cautious and laying low.

    Everyone gathered in this reception room was in the same boat.

    They were all implicated in the same crime.

    'Attempted kidnapping of an outsider.'

    Not just once, but multiple times.

    Though the attempts failed each time, involvement in the activities was a fact.

    They were now busy destroying evidence and silencing witnesses but weren't yet at ease.

    Truly, they had attempted too many times.

    If even one attempt came to light, they might have to fear for their lives.

    Following the latest trafficking case, the Order's headquarters had made an agreement with a group representing the outsiders.

    "If there is clear evidence of infliction or attempted infliction of harm to members on the opposing side, the perpetrators will be handed over to the aggrieved party."

    "This condition applies to all incidents since the gate was connected, and the perpetrator's custody must be handed over within ten days after the exposure of the violation."

    It was an unprecedented and exceptional agreement.

    A declaration that they would not offer any protection if issues arose.

    If their deeds became known, they would have to face the consequences imposed by the outsiders.

    Of course, the outsiders were not in a different position.

    In fact, the custody of dozens of outsiders who led the trafficking was handed over to the Order's headquarters.

    With the precedent set by the opposing side, there was no way those wanting to purge the radical faction would miss out on this opportunity.

    Naturally, the priests were trembling with anxiety.

    "This is all because of that fool's failure."

    "Who was it that visited him? Was it priest Hamona? Was it you?"

    "I-I didn't know that idiot would hand the work over to the mercenary guild! I thought he'd resolve the matter quietly!"

    "How short-sighted must one be to involve mercenaries?"

    "Indeed. If it weren't for him, priest Somir wouldn't have been captured..."

    "I heard the restriction they imposed got discovered, so there's no denying it now?"

    "Why put a restriction in the first place? Without it, he could've claimed it as a false accusation!"

    "We have to do something about priest Somir before she mentions our names, don't we?"

    "The security is stricter than expected. We can't touch the investigation targets at this moment."

    "Phew, really... How are you going to take responsibility for this?"

    "Are you saying this is all my fault?! It was the Count who recommended him in the first place!"

    Out of anxiety, they started blaming each other and arguing over trivial matters.

    As the volume escalated, the person who had been silent since arriving in the reception room finally spoke.

    "Let's stop this meaningless argument."

    The person attempted to moderate the disputes gently.

    However, it was not a suitable method for dealing with those agitated and steeped in unease.

    "Will a solution emerge from all this?"

    "Surely, you wouldn't have called us together without a clever plan?"

    "Yes, after all, it was you, Reitan, who started this. Hurry and solve this matter!"

    The group shifted their indignation onto a new scapegoat, Reitan Protoram.

    Instead of reacting emotionally, Reitan responded calmly.

    "We need to wrap up what was in progress first."

    It was only logical to cease targeting the outsider since the risks had significantly increased.

    "But without that outsider, we won't be able to present the sacred fragment to Agnotia..."

    "I thought we agreed not to mention that carelessly."

    Reitan immediately silenced someone who appeared about to object, with a keen glare.

    The person who had spoken cleared their throat, avoiding eye contact.

    Having cut off unnecessary talk, Reitan lightly tapped the sofa's armrest.

    There were rumors that he was strengthening ties with the Senoa Order and relocating his patronage, but...

    The Protoram family continued to support the Order of Purity, Agnotia.

    The reason for concealing that fact was to establish a puppet aligned with Agnotia's wishes within the leadership of Senoa.

    'Gallonic fell unexpectedly, leading to a partial failure.'

    It was a long-prepared plan, but it was derailed due to an unexpected item.

    'That relic has a rather bothersome power.'

    Reitan, internally clicking his tongue due to the increasing variables that demanded attention, closed his eyes for a moment.

    'I must secure that outsider.'

    The reason was simple.

    For Agnotia to absorb the sacred fragment of Palao, a suitable vessel was essential.

    Indeed, the god of purity, Agnotia, possessed the sacred fragment of the enigmatic Palao.

    In an ideal world, he wanted to absorb it immediately and enhance his divinity.

    'Absorbing the divinity of another god with embedded records risks corrupting Agnotia's divinity.'

    Thus, purification was necessary, and the easiest method was to attune it to a material being.

    A divinity anchored in the material realm loses accumulated records, allowing Agnotia to absorb it more conveniently.

    'The problem was finding a material being strong enough to accept the divinity.'

    After agonizing over that issue for a year, a solution suddenly and unexpectedly presented itself.

    'Whether knowingly or unknowingly, Senoa granted someone the capability to endure various divinities.'

    Why Senoa, who rarely intervened dimensionally aside from Karlos, was suddenly involved was uncertain.

    Nevertheless, Agnotia did not want to miss this opportunity.

    After nearly a year of frustration, a means to resolve the issue appeared, making it more unreasonable to let it slip away.

    Thus began the operations to secure K, an outsider favored by Senoa.

    Despite devices set to entice the religiously fanatical extremists into multiple initiatives.

    Suddenly, those assigned to the abduction experienced mass ailments.

    The kidnappers on route found themselves covered in food waste.

    Whenever they approached, interference from other outsiders drew crowds, causing plans to unravel.

    As if the heavens themselves were safeguarding that outsider.

    'That can't be. If so, Agnotia would have intervened to obstruct.'

    With no such indications, it was unlikely the gods were involved.

    However, it's undeniable that matters remained unresolved.

    Hence, they solicited Vellego, stationed outside the Order, to orchestrate the abduction.

    Contingency plans were in place to eliminate him discreetly after his role was fulfilled.

    'It's vexing how everything keeps going awry.'

    Reitan fiddled with the pocket watch resting in his pocket.

    It was a divine artifact bestowed by Agnotia.

    Lost in thought while clutching the watch briefly, Reitan spoke in a calm and composed tone.

    "The immediate priority is to prevent them from continuing to probe us."

    As he restated his intentions, the priests in the meeting room swallowed nervously.

    "Exactly how? Explain the method!"

    Instead of drawing things out, Reitan provided a direct answer.

    The primary target was the chief priest of the Order of Agnotia.

    He was known for opposing the extremist faction that insisted on sacrificing believers to serve the god.

    In actuality, he was the head of the moderate faction and had strong ties with the leading priest of the Order of Temoria.

    'Information suggests that he recently had a private meeting with the outsider K.'

    It was likely they intended to form an alliance with the investigative unit led by K to eliminate those orchestrating the kidnappings.

    Before they could advance their plans, they had to ensure their retreat.

    The timing was such that someone impatient spontaneously suggested an opinion.

    "What if we ask for Senoa's assistance? Surely they'd struggle if we're gone and help us out for this once..."

    But it was promptly met with ridicule.

    "Do they have the capacity to assist?"

    Indeed, K was primarily targeting Senoa.

    Senoa was under much more urgent circumstances.

    With the exposure of numerous links to traitors, executions were practically unfolding, so they were undoubtedly in abrupt situations.

    "Right now, there's only one sure way to resolve the issue without fail."

    Reitan abandoned the dismissed suggestion and presented a more certain solution.

    "We need to make them drop this matter first."

    His explanation cast a glow on the faces of the priests gathered in the meeting room.

    * * *

    In an instant, the dark haze over consciousness was pierced by faint light.

    As distinct murmurs rang in the ears, the muffled sensations that felt submerged slowly began to resurface.

    Among the sounds that registered prominently was the persistent drip-drip of water droplets.

    Perhaps what created that sound was not purely water, making it distinctly recognizable.

    'What use is it to realize that now?'

    Regaining consciousness, La Wian found himself lying on a cold stone floor.

    Though conscious, he couldn't move his body easily.

    All he could manage was to force open his heavy eyelids.

    The first thing he saw was the corpse of a silver-ranked player lying beyond, the one who was bleeding from the neck when he blacked out.

    Beyond that, a man sat cross-legged on a wooden chair.

    Noticing the spear resting diagonally on the man's shoulder caused a reflexive shiver to run through La Wian's body.

    That spear claimed lives with every swing.

    Simply its presence cast an aura of impending death.

    Instinctively, La Wian averted his eyes.

    On doing so, he noticed the muddy boots stained with dripping blood.

    Despite being joined by several holy knights, none drew attention quite like the man with the spear.

    "I'm really telling the truth! I-I know nothing!"

    Overwhelmed murmurs suddenly crystallized into coherent words.

    "Really?"

    "Y-yes..."

    In the month since the Player Association and the headquarters of the 7 Great Orders officially declared their stance against human traffickers, their combined investigative unit impressively and swiftly identified the traffickers' hideouts.

    As if guided by an internal informant revealing their locations.

    'That sparked a commotion at one time.'

    Yet, they couldn't identify the informant.

    'There were numerous caught, they must have confessed.'

    It fanned distrust among internal members, becoming a blunder.

    While living with icy tension for days, a directive for complete withdrawal was finally issued.

    Returning to Earth would at least afford them the protection of the Chinese government.

    However, the order was delayed far too long.

    'The holy knights are sprawling across the gate.'

    Fatefully, right after the public announcement of the investigation by the association and headquarters, the game was updated.

    From three gates reduced to one, and there, the holy knights conducted inspections.

    Simply having fewer gates heightened the risk of being caught.

    The updated game began displaying the players' nationality on status screens.

    Without revealing their nationality, they couldn't use the gate past the holy knights.

    'If confirmed as Chinese, they immediately arrested them.'

    It was said players from Latin America were also taken, although the exact cause was not declared.

    There might eventually be vocal discontent over such control measures, but now wasn't the time.

    The global announcement of large-scale human trafficking and organ trafficking reached all players through community alerts.

    Acknowledging the seriousness of the matter, many players cooperated with the investigation without major backlash so far.

    Because of this, the vast majority of Chinese players were isolated in Bihar without access to the gate.

    It was why La Wian faced some fifty holy knights in his hiding place in Bihar instead of returning to Earth.

    "That's strange..."

    There was an individual leading the charge among the holy knights who stormed the hideout.

    "The one caught in Dobel, called Liang, said you'd know."

    A player affiliated with Palao stood, his spear resting on one shoulder.
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    His voice was calm, like water in a lake deep in the mountains.

    "I, I know nothing. Really!"

    Listening quietly, he realized the familiar voice belonged to the man speaking with him.

    'It's Changyoung.'

    He was an intermediary manager for this workshop, and unlike him, who was no better than a slave, he committed all sorts of atrocities by associating with high-ranking government officials.

    Recognizing this, he began to notice scenes that had been invisible until now.

    Kneeling before the man wasn't just Changyoung alone.

    Managers of various hierarchy levels were gathered there, half on the verge of death.

    These fellows, who frequently killed low-rank players for amusement, were now kneeling and trembling, a sight that made a chuckle slip out despite himself.

    But that moment quickly passed, and he lay on the cold, hard floor, gritting his teeth.

    'To die being treated the same as those punks.'

    He never expected his end to be this pathetic.

    Though it was humiliating, it wasn't a grievance.

    He had always thought it wouldn't be surprising if things ended up this way.

    'How many months has it been now...'

    After being discovered as a player by a high-ranking politician, he hadn't lived a single day in peace.

    With each terrible act, nightmares grew thicker, and the stink of blood clung to his hands.

    But with a twelve-year-old son, a wife, and both sets of parents at risk, there was nothing he wouldn't do to keep them safe.

    'I don't expect forgiveness.'

    His greatest fear was what would happen to his family on Earth if he died here.

    He doubted the politician who enslaved him would take care of them.

    He would likely silence them without anyone noticing.

    'All because of me.'

    This happened because he got caught up in this game.

    Fear for the uncertain future brought tears to his eyes.

    But he had no idea what more he could do from here on.

    The man with the spear was a grim reaper he could never defeat.

    'Status window...'

    Player La Wian (1st Selection) - Bronze rank

    Codename: Balloon

    Mana: 2566 (Attribute mana: 20)

    Chaos Rate: 27.33%

    Affiliation: Earth, Senoa Order

    Race: Human (Player)

    Nationality: China

    Rank: Gamma

    A black shadow pervaded La Wian's eyes. Rising once to the Silver rank was merely past glory.

    His mana number displayed on the status window stood at a meager mid-2000s.

    Despite being a 1st selection player, La Wian, whose mana had been extorted, remained in the Bronze rank.

    Was there any way to escape from that monstrous player's clutches in such circumstances?

    'No.'

    No matter how hard he pondered, no solution came to mind.

    Death was the only recourse left.

    'Oh, god.'

    Was it the severe helplessness that brought the memory of a order he seldom attended, the prayer his parents occasionally urged on him, now vivid?

    As La Wian was engulfed in despair, unable even to refuse his impending death, his gaze inadvertently caught the eyes of the man who lowered his gaze to the ground.

    La Wian froze, unable to even breathe.

    The man seemed on the brink of rushing toward him with his spear, having confirmed he was alive.

    Of course, this was La Wian's illusion.

    Instead of approaching to kill, the man spoke again in a leisurely manner.

    "Well, you might not know."

    La Wian regarded the man with a puzzled heart.

    'Why...?'

    He saw that he was alive, yet why not kill him?

    He could eliminate him with a mere flick of a finger.

    "It's not a big deal, so don't worry much."

    The man's voice was flat, without any particular inflection, as he reached out to Changyoung, who spilled blood from his mouth while kneeling.

    So when his hand moved gracefully and snapped Changyoung's neck with a 'crack', it was hard to comprehend immediately.

    "If you don't know, excluding you is enough."

    Shortly after, a piece of paper dropped from the man's slack hand beside Changyoung's limp body.

    On the paper soaked in red blood lay the recently deceased Changyoung's face.

    'A composite sketch...?'

    That was evidence that previous captives had provided information to them.

    Could the information they revealed only pertain to the managers?

    'No way.'

    They likely divulged everything about this organization as well.

    The man was now merely interrogating these managers as a last confirmation.

    And once the interrogation finished...

    'He'll clean this place up.'

    Without leaving any future troubles behind.

    Judging by the plentiful corpses of players around, this was an evident fact.

    Realizing this, La Wian's eyes turned black.

    All hope of surviving here had been completely abandoned.

    Then the man, flitting through another paper in his hand, raised the corners of his lips.

    "There must be one among them who knows something. I just need that one."

    He spurred an encouraging invitation, suggesting that anyone who might know anything had better raise a hand and speak up.

    The man continued in a nonchalant manner, nudging the dead Changyoung with his foot as he spoke.

    "So if you know anything, any bit, just confess it."

    A distinct blue light flashed in the man's eyes, sunken in shadow.

    "If you know something I don't, I'll let you live."

    Almost immediately after his icy cold voice ended.

    "Tamalon was the one who supplied the goods!"

    "Senoa introduced him! Payment was only in gold! We brought in gold from Earth to purchase!"

    "We often traded items collected as war loot!"

    "Zhang Tianyu! This organization was founded by a woman named Zhang Tianyu!"

    "A member of the Communist Youth League! Lives in Beijing!"

    "I heard she's supported by the Central Political Bureau!"

    "This is the last hideout!"

    "There are still some Biharin alive in the basement!"

    Everyone screamed, frantically confessing the information they held.

    Eager to make their mark in the man's eyes and survive, a palpable desperation filled the air.

    Watching their frantic struggle left me incredulous.

    Even I, merely a slave, had resigned myself to death, yet they clung to hopes of survival for what reason?

    'Idiots.'

    Did they think that grim reaper-like man would extend mercy?

    Lying flat on the stone floor, having given up everything, La Wian looked at the managers with contempt.

    "Kuh."

    Then abruptly, amidst this scene, mismatched laughter rang out.

    The managers, who had been shouting over each other, halted in unison.

    But La Wian wasn't surprised.

    He merely cast a glance at the man with the spear, as if he knew all along who was laughing.

    Sure enough, the man was slightly shuddering with one hand covering his mouth.

    After a short moment of muffled, restrained chuckling, the man uncovered his mouth and curled one side of his lips upward.

    "I already know all of that."

    The managers before the man showed befuddled expressions.

    "I forgot to mention, but I've already drafted your organization's map. Of course, I know Zhang Tianyu's age, birthday, blood type, the school she graduated from, her social media ID, address, and even her parents' names and occupations. I have the means to find that much."

    He had interrogated merely on a hunch, hoping to uncover something.

    "But seems no one knows more than I do."

    The man muttered softly and stood up.

    "I see you want to live."

    "Yes, yes..."

    Someone reflexively responded to the man's words.

    With a repetitive chuckle, the man raised his head.

    "This is a genuine question."

    Then monotonously, adjusting his grip on the spear, he spoke.

    "Anyone here ever spared someone who begged for their life?"

    The managers seemed unable to grasp the situation and looked at the man with blank expressions.

    With a sly grin, the man raised the spear and muttered.

    "Didn't think so."

    And with a crack.

    Sparks flew from the spear blade as a gust of wind swept through.

    I couldn't even properly track the man's movements, and already the spear was swung.

    Immediately, the managers sitting in front of the man had their bodies burst forth with blood as their heads rolled away.

    La Wian watched with hollow eyes briefly, then closed them.

    'Now it's my turn.'

    After confirming I was alive, he ignored me because he was busy interrogating the managers.

    Now that he was finished, he'd certainly kill me too.

    I was convinced, yet why didn't I feel the sharp edge penetrate my skin?

    'Maybe someone like me isn't worth killing directly?'

    It'd be better if he didn't foster any false hopes and just ended it quickly.

    As he bit his lips, contemplating how much longer he'd have to wait.

    "There's one Bronze rank guy left, take care of him."

    La Wian's eyes flew open.

    And he met the gaze of the man who was looking directly at him.

    'Spared...?'

    Not accidentally spared, but deliberately kept alive?

    'Because I'm a Bronze rank?'

    In this organization, not reaching Silver rank indicated mana exploitation.

    Was he deliberately sparing me knowing that?

    Even in bewilderment, La Wian's heart began to pound wildly.

    It was entirely different from a moment ago when he had resigned to death.

    The slender hope that he might survive ignited emotions, his body trembling with overwhelming feelings.

    Whether the man knew La Wian's sentiments.

    "Let's compile the list of those secured today."

    The man casually conversed with the holy knights.

    "Yes, understood. By the way, you haven't rested for days during this hunt. Let us handle the prisoner transport and take a break..."

    It seemed like he was contemplating it, considering he didn't respond immediately.

    After a brief pause, the man, wiping blood from his hands on his clothes, nodded willingly.

    "Sounds good. I'll review the list and field reports tomorrow."

    "Leave it to us. We'll see you at headquarters tomorrow."

    After a few more exchanges, the man left before the holy knights finished their conversation.

    * * *

    Finding the organization members involved in human trafficking hadn't been difficult at all.

    'I have a map.'

    In the middle of the corrupted area, I only had to find the clusters of red and blue dots.

    Although the Silver ranks hid their mana, bronze ranks and the Biharin don't, making them easy to find.

    After a few raids, they tried to be clever by going underground or setting up barriers.

    The map couldn't render 3D, but it did capture underground mana.

    And setting up barriers ultimately just pinpointed their hideouts.

    When all mana disappeared from an area with a barrier, even others without a map could locate it through ordinary Mana Detection.

    Thus, rooting out the crime organizations related to human trafficking in Bihar was not a challenging task.

    'The issue is time.'

    It took a month to capture those within Bihar and dismantle the organization.

    'Faster than initially planned.'

    Yet, the results were unsatisfactory.

    Reflecting on the incident that occurred half a month ago, urgency was necessary.

    However, the human trafficking organization was too expansive, limiting us.

    I clicked my tongue internally and swiftly left the place.

    I aimed for the massive iron door we saw while entering the underground hideout.

    Pulling out thick paper from thin air, I confirmed one of the symbols drawn there matched one on the iron door and muttered.

    "As expected..."

    The spaces used by remnants of the human trafficking networks operating throughout the north felt oddly familiar.

    Their layout was similar to the underground bunkers I once discovered near Viceta Fortress.

    Previously, I was unsure about the purpose of this space, unlike now.

    'An aristocratic faction of the Kairoth Kingdom's refuge.'

    This place was a hideout constructed by certain noble factions who distrustful of the Kairoth royal family pooled funds.

    The testimony from a merchant who secretly supplied materials during the construction of this place unearthed that fact.

    Having already secured a rough list of nobles involved through his testimony.

    As we advance, we will meticulously search locations where those nobles owned land.

    In search of any survivors.

    'Unlikely to be alive.'

    Swallowing a bitter smile, I shook my head and continued walking.

    After exiting the underground bunker, I headed to the temple at Somol Fortress.

    From there, I took a portal to Loborre's temple.

    Approaching the sacred statue of the World Tree, the holy knights requested me to disclose my status window.

    'They're doing a good job.'

    After revealing only the nationality section, I stood before the World Tree, triggering a monotonous system window.

    「Return to Earth」

    Different scenery from when a map used to appear.
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    It was the result of my negotiation with the Damned System.

    'Why, in the world, did it create three gates?'

    It seemed like the System went out of its way to provide paths for the criminals to move around freely.

    I thought redirecting the divinity used to create those three gates would be wiser.

    So, I suggested it to the System that was watching me, and the result was successful.

    'With this, the organizations in Bihar were all cleaned up.'

    What remained were the remnants that had fled to Earth before we could block the gates.

    I briefly reviewed the ongoing matters and pressed the button that appeared before me.

    My field of vision turned white, and when I opened my eyes again, it was an entirely different world.

    I glanced around the dimly lit research room of Jonghun for a moment.

    Then, as if familiar, I crossed the unfamiliar room and approached the desk.

    I retrieved a cellphone from the drawer and used Invisibility.

    Jonghun hadn't turned on the CCTV in the research room, and the external CCTV only captured up to the hallway corner, not the door.

    Thanks to that, I could quietly close the door and leave without any issues.

    I reappeared several kilometers away, near the Han River.

    There, I turned on the phone and looked for a saved contact name.

    "Choi Seongwu (Smuggling Business)"

    As I firmly pressed on the name, the other party picked up the call before it rang twice.

    『Ah, hello, customer!』

    A friendly voice came through the phone.

    『How come you're calling at this hour.......』

    "Is the preparation finished?"

    I cut off the friendly voice without listening to it all the way.

    『You mean the shipping to Beijing, right?』

    Despite the cut-off, Choi Seongwu continued with his friendly tone.

    "Yes."

    About fifteen days ago, I had briefly crossed over to Earth and asked Choi Seongwu for assistance.

    I requested him to arrange a quiet way to slip into China.

    'He might have connections with the Chinese community, so it probably wasn't too hard.'

    Choi Seongwu had recommended shipping instead of flying.

    He added that it was a relatively low-traffic transportation means with decreased possibilities for CCTV records.

    'Though it takes longer than flying.'

    Once in China, I could use domestic flights for quicker travel.

    『We are ready anytime. Just let us know when suits you best.』

    After checking the date and time on my phone following his word, I replied.

    "Tomorrow, February 11th, would be good."

    『Then let's meet at Incheon Port at 3 A. M. tomorrow.』

    It was February 10th, 4 A. M. now, leaving roughly 23 hours.

    "Alright."

    With the schedule settled, I ended the call and opened a chat window.

    Among the many chat groups, I chose the one where the association's key figures gathered.

    - Baekhap: By tomorrow, the operations in Bihar should be wrapped up. The speed is unbelievable.

    - K: Let's take care of the Earth side right after. You said the new shelter's location has been tracked?

    - Baekhap: Yes, it's similar to the scale of the ones we secured before.

    - K: Let's finalize it within this week.

    - Coconut: This week? That's a bit tight. You're saying we need to head to Earth by today or tomorrow. I'm already swamped because of that idiot Fabian.

    - K: If you have time to complain, resolve the issues first. They're likely predicting our movements to some degree. Dragging this out only gives them more time to prepare. I believe we've already delayed enough.

    - Ethan Rambron: K is right. Although the investigation team is monitoring, we can't completely stop the Chinese survivors from using the network.

    - Ethan Rambron: They cooperate with us since their lives are at stake, but let's not forget that their families are still in the hands of the Chinese government.

    - Baekhap: If K is okay with it, we can move immediately. Let us know the exact date.

    - K: I need to confirm. After the sweep tomorrow, I'll contact you again.

    Reviewing the conversation we had up to yesterday, I typed a new message to Lily Evans.

    - K: Let's move at midnight, Beijing local time, on the 12th.

    Though a reply didn't come immediately, I wasn't concerned and closed the chat window.

    There was still some room to breathe, and the conversation had already concluded.

    Once Lily Evans saw my message, she would take the necessary actions.

    'There's no doubt about that.'

    Lily Evans had worked for governmental organizations from the start.

    Unlike those who became players from unqualified civilians, she wouldn't make any trouble to impede me.

    "Ugh."

    Just thinking about Fabian, who disrupted my plans through some foolish actions, made me frown involuntarily.

    'Why did he desire what he couldn't have?'

    I exhaled a sigh as a headache ensued.

    On top of that, the constant attacks and battles over the past few days had left me feeling utterly drained.

    Noticing this, I moved on. There was no time for respite, even in this fatigue.

    I stepped into the nearest convenience store and picked up some hair dye displayed on a rack.

    'I must ensure nothing deviates this time and see it through to the end.'

    As I considered the upcoming events, I hardened my resolve.

    * * *

    「Title: Tell me I'm not the only one - Author: Herb」

    Content: Am I the only idiot? How come I can't grasp the mana attributes hierarchy and compatibility? I'm already confused about overlap and enhancement; what's all enhancement, and what's all overlap? Is mist higher than ice? Or is it enhancement? The words just seem to circle around the same thing. Can anyone really understand it precisely?"

    - Johansen: They are both water attribute enhancements initially, but they diverge later. I'll detail it in the reply. The numbers denote ranks; 5 is rare, so I'll use examples of 2-4 only.

    ⌎ Johansen: 2 Water - 3 Ice (Enhance: Low Temp) - 4 Blizzard (Enhance + Overlap)

    2 Water - 3 Vapor (Enhance: High Temp) - 4 Mist (Enhance + Overlap: Wind)

    - Johansen: Got it?

    ⌎ Herb: Not at all...... Why is the rank difference between ice and blizzard? Aren't snow and ice generally the same?

    ⌎ Johansen: Ice (Rank 3, enhance: Low Temp) + Wind (Rank 2) = Blizzard (Rank 4) Get it now?

    ⌎ Herb: ????????????

    ⌎ Johansen: Just memorize the damn chart if your brain can't process it. K's document on the Damned System No.11 and 19 is the most comprehensive we have.

    ⌎ Herb: Yes.......

    "Ugh......."

    Holding a notebook from Earth while browsing the community forum, Kim Yul let out a groan.

    "Damn it......."

    Following that, he grabbed his now black hair—previously dyed—staring at the table in frustration.

    'Am I also dense?'

    Despite repeatedly reading the explanation about attributes like the author of the post had, he just couldn't comprehend it.

    'Well, I only noted that I was at Rank 4 and moved on.'

    He hadn't been systematically analyzing the mana hierarchy or attributes in battles.

    'That's K hyung's responsibility.'

    He merely followed the orders his hyung gave him.

    But lately, he had a change of heart.

    'I need to do more than just follow around.'

    K's mana control mastery was already at 99.99%.

    He was at the stage to acquire Mana Domination, which sold for 500 million mana in the Gold Tab.

    'He's even learning it independently without buying it with mana.'

    In this process, K started encroaching into areas like dismantling magic.

    He mentioned discussing dismantling training with Ahel recently.

    Watching K progress steadily, Kim Yul also began to take an interest in the arrangement of magic.

    He started by wanting to understand the mana concepts better, as he seemed inadequate in that area.

    Yet, the more he delved into the community, the more confused he became.

    Everything seemed to be overlapping, like saying that say the same thing in different ways.

    He wondered if anyone really understood these perplexing concepts.

    While staring incredulously at the community posts, Kim Yul murmured with a pout.

    "At this point, it's the ones who understand it who are weird."

    "What's weird?"

    Startled, Kim Yul turned around at the sudden question.

    K, who would have slept like the dead immediately after returning home last night, was entering the kitchen.

    His hair was damp, as if he had showered upon waking.

    "Hmm......."

    Kim Yul knew it was more effective to be honest and ask for help than to pretend knowledge in front of him.

    Thus, he cautiously shared his predicament.

    "Hmmm."

    Sure enough, K, after placing a pot on the gas burner they had purchased when setting up the base, kindly began the explanation of mana attributes.

    But still, it was like the same words over and over; nothing became clearer.

    "It's like saying tiny bricks stack up to become a tower... Once you 'get it', biharin's established standards and categories will make sense."

    "...... I don't get it at all."

    "It's normal not to understand it now. To us, the concept of humans manipulating nature is unfamiliar."

    "Hmm......."

    "The mages of Bihar didn't set systematic standards and start categorizing like that. They analyzed and categorized in a seemingly logical way as Demi-humans with attributes were discovered."

    Without going through a process of creating theories, experimenting, and verifying, they constructed theories based on real phenomena.

    That's why the theory doesn't resonate immediately, according to K's explanation.

    But once you understand mana and magic, there will come a moment when you realize, "Ah, that was what it was."

    "Until then, memorize it. You should know whether you can defeat a general-rank when you encounter them in terms of compatibility or hierarchy."

    Only then could mana be used with maximal efficiency.

    "Yes."

    Kim Yul nodded obediently to K's advice.

    "Good morning, everyone. What's for breakfast?"

    Their conversation drew to a close as Yang Taeho joined them in the kitchen.

    "Let's finish off the seaweed soup."

    "Sounds good."

    They all prepared breakfast in familiar routines.

    As the soup was being heated and mixed with cold rice, K began to speak.

    "I'll be away for a while starting this evening."

    "For how long?"

    "It's planned for two to three days, but if it seems like it will take longer, I'll notify you beforehand."

    Kim Yul swallowed the rice in his mouth and asked.

    "Going to China?"

    "Yes."

    "Hmm...... If the army finds out that you're gone, they'll shift immediately towards China. Should we prevent them from leaving? If we stand guard at the gate, stopping them won't be too hard."

    Once K leaves, his destination would eventually be known.

    'They'll figure he went over to Earth since the Bihar issue is resolved.'

    And going to China, the very origin of the human trafficking problem, is already a foregone conclusion.

    The army, eager to capture K, would undoubtedly move.

    Kim Yul was worried that K might be captured by the government.

    "Just let it be. There will be no entanglements with the Korean government or military."

    Yet, K seemed unfazed.

    "But the atmosphere among players in the new military unit isn't good lately. If they forcibly try to capture you at the airport......."

    "Do you think I'd be that careless? There's no chance of meeting them at the airport since I'm sneaking in."

    "Sneaking in?!"

    "You think I'd take a flight arranged by the National Intelligence Service?"

    Travel would be easier with support from the National Intelligence Service via Squad Leader Yang Jochul.

    But it would give the military a chance to capture K.

    'There are probably people in the National Intelligence Service who agree with the military's ideology, so they'll likely leak his itinerary or schedule.'

    Recently in Korea, a power struggle had started between the National Intelligence Service, advocating friendly cooperation with players, and the military, demanding firm control through state power.

    If the military identifies K, it wouldn't be surprising if they contacted the Chinese government.

    'Squad Leader Yang Jochul mentioned the government seems to be considering war.'

    It seemed perceptions had shifted somewhat as the situation in Bihar was reported.

    They started actively seeking players, as seen in the military's direct actions now.

    Knowing this, K opted to avoid government involvement entirely.

    "I plan to move with American players on the ground, making it difficult for the Korean government to approach easily."

    "Using one to control the other?"

    "If you balance well, it's a good way to check both sides."

    During the recent bounty mission, the Korean government was used to check the US government, now the roles are reversed.

    "There's also an intent to supress certain sentiments over there."

    K thought something strange had been forming on the US side.

    He muttered as he scanned the air with his eyes.

    Yang Taeho nodded as he replied.

    "It's not something for me to say much about. Just let me know if you need help."

    "Yes."

    Listening to the conversation, Kim Yul tilted his head and asked.

    "What's using one to control the other?"

    Suddenly, K and Yang Taeho's gazes concentrated on him.

    Caught off guard by their sudden attention, Kim Yul was flustered.

    Then, with curious looks, Yang Taeho and K exchanged a glance and spoke.

    "I think we might have underestimated things a bit...... He at least needs minimum schooling, doesn't he?"

    "I agree."

    Feeling a sense of impending dread from their mysterious dialogue, Kim Yul spoke up.

    "...... What are you talking about? Schooling? I'm already studying?"

    With that, he lifted the notebook he was using to take notes on mana attributes earlier triumphantly.

    But K and Yang Taeho ignored him, continuing their private conversation as if they hadn't heard him.
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    "While I'm away, please check his level. I'll bring a few educational materials when I come back."

    "That's a good idea. For subjects like Korean, English, and Math, unless you sit down and focus on them, it's hard to progress. Should we check that too?"

    "No, the training schedule is too tight for that. Let's start with history first."

    "Korean and world history?"

    "Yes, we can teach Chinese characters and English along the way."

    "Sounds good. I'm quite knowledgeable in history, so I can handle it."

    "Wait a moment!"

    If this continued, I'd end up studying on top of an already packed schedule.

    Sensing the danger, Kim Yul protested vehemently.

    "Why is my studying suddenly a topic of conversation?"

    "Since we're staying together, as a guardian..."

    "I don't need a guardian, okay? And who says you can teach me? How well can you even do academics?"

    This was desperate resistance, but sadly misguided.

    "Didn't you know? Taeho hyung completed a master's program."

    "Master's...?"

    What's that? History something, maybe it means something similar?

    As he blinked blankly, K explained.

    "... Bachelor's, master's, PhD. They're degrees, kind of like qualifications for people who go beyond high school."

    "Oh, so Master's is... second?"

    "Yes, among us, Taeho hyung has the longest education. His major was history."

    By his side, as Kim Yul widened his eyes in surprise, Yang Taeho smiled bashfully.

    "It's not really special, just a local university. I even had to quit because of a kid."

    Shortly afterward, K let out a light sigh and continued.

    "We're not asking you to go to school right now. Surviving is more important than studying. We all know that much."

    "Oh..."

    "But what about when this damned game ends?"

    It was an unexpected topic that left him speechless.

    "By then, you'll need to at least pass a GED test. If not, are you going to bury your bones in Bihar? Haven't you thought about the future on Earth? Overlooking the common sense and knowledge of that place isn't good. This game isn't your whole life."

    Kim Yul closed his mouth, unable to argue further.

    'When the game ends...'

    That thought, which he hadn't considered, lodged deep in his mind.

    While Kim Yul stayed silent, K's words kept coming.

    Most were more like nagging advice.

    Don't skip training, keep the hunting schedule, contact if there's anything urgent, and so forth.

    While speaking so earnestly, his hands were busy with something else.

    Kim Yul, caught in a peculiar sentiment, stared intently at K.

    He was eating with his left hand while busily writing something with his right.

    'Oh, he's transcribing chat messages.'

    Through a group called Club 249, K was quite well-connected within the association.

    Thanks to that, he was privy to a lot of information that came through them.

    'I heard he's the one who founded that group.'

    He had gathered standout players from the early days to form a kind of network.

    And through it, he organized and shared relevant information during each meal.

    'He's probably also searching the community while doing that.'

    Checking issues like rumors circulating among players, accidents, and power struggles between large parties that had started expanding to over a hundred members.

    'And also...'

    Kim Yul began counting on his fingers under the table, keeping track of everything K was doing.

    'He keeps receiving anonymous reports about the world government and posts them after organizing.'

    Additionally, he periodically uploaded game guides, providing useful tips for latecomers without neglect.

    'On top of personal training, dueling with holy knights, gathering mana through hunting, and regularly visiting the orphanage?'

    The complexity of his daily schedule sparked curiosity.

    Observing K in newfound amazement for a moment, Kim Yul subtly typed "Kj" into the community search bar.

    The results appeared in no small amount.

    The topics varied: sighting reports, reviews praising his looks, stories about his recent haircut.

    There were casual chats and articles providing serious analysis of his combat capabilities.

    Compared to other ordinary players, the noise level was quite significant.

    Kim Yul didn't stop there and removed the "j" from the search term.

    "Wow..."

    He couldn't help but let out an exclamation.

    The search results had at least increased tenfold.

    Even excluding the posts related to "Kj" searched earlier, the noise level was enormous.

    Here and there, everyone seemed to be talking about K.

    It was amazing how he still maintained his secrecy under so much public attention.

    'He's really meticulous.'

    With someone so deliberate in concealing himself, it's no wonder even the government was left frustrated.

    As he immersed in contemplation, Kim Yul considered K more deeply.

    'He's not someone who struggles to interact with others, nor does he particularly avoid them.'

    He's not the type to have difficulties in social interactions.

    From his relationships with people from Club 249 to the association staff, and even with figures from the Order, K managed well.

    But at the same time, that doesn't mean he seeks people out.

    'He seems to be constantly doing things on his own.'

    K fit in well when with others but could also manage alone.

    His seemingly contradictory, dual nature masked thorough self-management and impeccable time management.

    'No wonder he thinks about such things.'

    K's words were laden with determination to see this game to its end.

    Ending the game could mean ending the war after all.

    Kim Yul felt a tumult within, although he couldn't quite describe it accurately.

    Absentmindedly rubbing his chest, there came a knock from the living room.

    Right as K finished his meal and stood up, he said, "Let me get that."

    Once K left the kitchen, feeling a gaze, Kim Yul turned his head.

    He met Yang Taeho's eyes.

    Not long ago, he would've instantly turned away, but—

    "What, why?"

    Now, he was attempting to get along, just acting a bit prickly.

    He had decided to end pointless rivalry with Yang Taeho.

    "Shall we have a spar after finishing the meal?"

    "All of a sudden?"

    "If I don't improve my blunt weapon skills this time, they really might eat me alive. Would you help a bit?"

    "... Well, since you're asking."

    Both had just finished their meals, so they gathered the utensils and left the kitchen.

    The moment they stepped into the living room—

    "If you wanted such a warm welcome, you shouldn't have plotted nonsense behind someone's back."

    K's sharp voice echoed.

    Kim Yul instinctively turned his head, narrowing his eyes.

    In the open doorway stood K blocking the way—and beyond him...

    'A priest's robe?'

    The one standing behind the open door was a priest of Agnotia.

    * * *

    The guest who arrived at the base immediately after breakfast was Rashar.

    The problem was that she had company.

    "I'm sorry. I tried to stop them, but they were too persistent..."

    It seemed Rashar was somewhat intimidated by me, perhaps because of the distance created from the inauguration event.

    "But, I thought that if I come along, they won't act recklessly..."

    Expectedly, she avoided initiating any exchange.

    At best, we'd meet when discussing matters related to the Order.

    Her communication with me had stopped some time ago, even the comments on the posts.

    Meaning she didn't bring this unwelcome guest of her own volition.

    'A priest...'

    I lightly glanced over the priests of Agnotia standing behind Rashar.

    Under normal circumstances, I would have sent them away without a second thought.

    But since I had some business with their side as well, I considered letting them in to talk.

    "I'm Romeo, a servant of Agnotia. It's not very pleasant to leave guests standing at the entrance like this on our first meeting, don't you think?"

    What audacity this cheeky Romeo priest had, using twisted words to tug at my nerves.

    I let out a small chuckle and decided to graciously pay attention to his insinuations.

    "If you wanted such a warm welcome, you shouldn't have plotted nonsense behind someone's back."

    Romeo, who had been feigning solemnity, froze at my sharp words.

    "Kneeling and begging might not even be enough to spare you, yet here you are, all haughty and stiff. Not the best choice, is it?"

    "What the..."

    "Running here like a maniac, as if your foot's on fire, dying to know how much I've uncovered through Somir Isha, right?"

    Only after I had thoroughly mocked him did I shrug and turn away.

    "Although I don't want to waste my time listening to nonsense, since you've put in the effort to visit, I'll hear you out. Come in."

    When I opened the way for him to enter, Romeo, despite his rigid expression, walked confidently.

    But he couldn't step inside our party's base.

    I blocked the entrance with my leg just as he was about to cross the threshold.

    Romeo looked down at my leg blocking his path, then sharply raised his head.

    He seemed on the verge of questioning my actions.

    But I was a step ahead.

    I raised my eyebrows high, speaking brightly as our eyes met.

    "Crawl."

    After a brief silence, Romeo's face flushed bright red.

    Just before he could shout—

    "This!"

    I stepped back.

    "Geez, can't even take a joke."

    I just played around, but if he reacts that sensitively, what does that make me?

    Even though I was in the wrong, I blamed him—using the exact tactic he had aimed at me.

    "What are you doing? Not coming in?"

    Only after giving him a suitable dose of mockery and embarrassment did I allow Romeo into the base.

    Seeing party members emerging from the kitchen at the same moment, I gave them a casual wave.

    In response to my signal to clear the area, they glanced at Romeo and moved upstairs.

    After heading to the sofa and sitting down, Romeo glared as if he wanted to devour me before taking a seat opposite.

    Following that, Rashar, who had entered after Romeo, stood behind me.

    I considered inviting her to sit beside me but decided against it, disinclined as I was to engage further with her.

    "So, what's brought you here today?"

    Without offering him any refreshment, I sat with one leg crossed, questioning his purpose, prompting Romeo to clench his jaw.

    He probably was mentally cursing me out.

    "I came to clarify a misunderstanding that needs resolving."

    Still, his attempt to maintain decorum seemed laughable.

    Assessing Romeo, I quickly organized the current power structure and political dynamics within the Order in my mind.

    'Jose Wolfrian and the moderates are mostly leading the Order.'

    And in recent years, the radicals, who had expanded their influence, were in conflict.

    This wasn't an issue confined to a single order; it was a problem affecting all seven major orders.

    Among them, the radicals held the most power within Senoa.

    'Gallonic was once among those radicals.'

    In Agnotia and Meferoseta, their influence could not be ignored.

    The dynamics among the seven orders saw the remaining four orders restraining the radicals within these three orders.

    Considerable credit was due to Temoria and Finelpenia for this restraint.

    Palao had lost its power, and Karlos hardly involved itself in inter-order politics.

    'The insistence on Vellego's investiture from Agnotia aligns with the radicals.'

    Most of them believed that sacrificing devotees for their god's sake was the true path of a servant.

    In short, these individuals didn't hesitate to use hundreds or thousands of lives as offerings for their god.

    'That's called fanaticism.'

    It's fortunate that the moderates still held the reigns in the order.

    If the radicals had taken control, Bihar would have quickened its path to ruin.

    Fortunately, Jose Wolfrian's moderate faction held firm.

    'Now that they dare not touch Gallonic under imperial protection, having expelled them...'

    The moderates seemed keen on cleaning out the radicals within the order this time.

    In reality, the minute the investigation teams started their activities, radicals from each order were captured on various charges.

    'They managed to make it appear as if the investigative teams discovered the crimes, handing them to the central headquarters' inspection team.'

    It wasn't a difficult feat.

    While players led investigation teams 3, 4, and 5...

    The leaders of teams 1 and 2 were holy knights from Temoria and Finelpenia.

    They outwardly declared targeting traffickers associating with traitors but started purging the radicals behind the scenes.

    Therefore, even should I bring Agnotia's abduction attempt to light, they would not stop me.

    'The initiative is in my hands.'

    So, I just needed to relax and listen to whatever nonsense they came up with.

    Tapping my chin, I beckoned at Romeo with a nod, encouraging him to continue.

    Grinding his teeth, Romeo shook slightly as he reached into his sleeve.

    At that moment, Rashar, standing behind me, placed her hand on her sword.

    Though it seemed like she was standing guard, the gesture almost sparked my ire, though I was distracted by what Romeo retrieved from his sleeve.

    With a sound, a fist-sized box landed on the table.

    "First, please take a look at this."

    The air of authority Romeo exuded earlier, as if confident that what he presented would sway me to his will, was almost comical.

    'Confident, huh?'

    Eyeing him while twisting open the lid, I picked up the mysterious box.

    As soon as it opened, Rashar and I simultaneously shuddered.

    We both felt the essence seeping out the moment the lid lifted.

    After a short pause, Rashar was the first to react.

    "What is this... How did this happen?!"

    Meanwhile, I merely stared at the item within the box.

    A fragment of glass, subtly shimmering with a golden hue.

    The aura emitting from that piece quickly filled the entire base.

    'Divinity.'

    It was the same divinity I felt when I received an additional awakening from Palao.

    Damned System.
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    "The only difference is that it was much larger and clearer than the one I received."

    I had been staring at the glass shard for a while and then decided to hold the golden glass shard in my hand.

    「Part of Palao's Divine Fragment that lost its owner」

    A simple system window appeared, devoid of any rank or description.

    'Lost its owner, huh...'

    This implied that something had gone wrong with Palao, the original owner of this divinity.

    'I suspected as much when I heard that the priests were no longer receiving blessings.'

    I couldn't help but feel the presence of Rashar behind me, a moment of distraction.

    "Tsk."

    I clicked my tongue inwardly and postponed my conclusions, closing the lid of the box.

    With a sharp "clack", the divinity that had been emanating from inside vanished instantly.

    There seemed to be some mechanism embedded in the box.

    While I calmly inspected the box, Rashar expressed blatant anger.

    "How could the Order of Agnotia hold the divinity of Palao?! Did Agnotia harm Palao?! This is impossible! I will officially protest through the Order!"

    "Mind your words. Agnotia only found it in the place where Palao's traces disappeared."

    "Then why didn't they inform our Order immediately upon discovery?!"

    "Hah, with the current divine affairs being so unclear, how could we know what's happening within the Order, and just hand it over?"

    "That.!"

    "And besides, Agnotia was instructed to give it to this Outsider, not the Order of Palao. There must be a reason for that."

    Watching this farcical dialogue unfold, the corners of my mouth involuntarily curled upward.

    'In a world with gods, the value of divinity cannot be low.'

    As proof, Rashar was furious just at the fact that this was in the hands of Agnotia.

    But handing it over so easily?

    And in front of Palao's apostle, giving a piece of Palao's divinity to an outsider affiliated with Palao?

    'There's no way Rashar was compelled of their own will.'

    Eventually, it meant they were coercively pushed into doing so.

    Whether they were told to gut themselves, or roll on the floor while whining.

    Rashar, who couldn't use force on the priests, had no choice but to back down in this situation.

    'To come all the way here on their own and give Palao's divinity...'

    What could be the motives behind such an overt, not to mention crude, action?

    'It's surely a legal transaction attempt with me.'

    Attempting to halt ongoing investigations by offering Palao's divinity as a bargaining chip.

    I doubted there could be any other reason than to push such a precious item in front of me.

    'But how unfortunate for them.'

    A terribly late move.

    I already knew what they planned to do with me.

    Once Somir Isha was locked in a pitch-black solitary cell for about ten days, he confessed everything.

    "There's a reason solitary cells are used as punishment in prisons."

    Especially when darkness was a factor.

    Darkness is more brutal and intimidating than one might think.

    Especially when it's so dark that you can't even see your hands or feet.

    'The greater the discordance when you can feel but not see.'

    Your senses do not function properly.

    In such a situation, when left alone for a long time, one inevitably begins to doubt their own existence.

    At that moment, most humans arrive at a similar conclusion.

    'When you think that the only value is to get out of there.'

    It's because they wish to reconfirm their own existence.

    Someone raised in a historically noble family, well-fed and raised, holding a high priestly position wouldn't last ten days in the darkness.

    It's impressive that they didn't go mad.

    Ultimately, Somir Isha, unable to endure solitary confinement, confessed everything he knew.

    'Initially trying to maintain dignity by attempting a legal plea bargain.'

    But when they tried to drag him back into solitary, he desperately pleaded and revealed everything.

    The reason for attempting to kidnap me and the personal details of those involved.

    There was even a surprising name among them.

    'Reitan Protoram.'

    I recalled Reitan's face, whom I'd seen only once in Atar Empire's Imperial City.

    'I keep getting oddly entangled with him.'

    What's going on with him?

    As I continued to toy with the box without speaking much, Romeo spoke up first.

    "Agnotia instructed that it must be passed on to K himself."

    As I turned my gaze fixed on the box, Romeo began pouring out words continuously.

    "So, we quietly asked a member of the Protoram family, who were in contact with the Order, to arrange a meeting."

    "..."

    "But he misunderstood, leading to an unfortunate incident."

    "..."

    "Afterward, several attempts were made to meet K, but all visits were declined, making it difficult to formally apologize."

    I displayed no reaction.

    Whether out of anxiety, Romeo's words grew even longer.

    "Initially, this matter was confidential even within our Order. That's why Somir ordered a restriction via Vellego. From the start, Somir didn't even know why such instructions were given. She must've exaggerated to cover her ignorance because she was afraid of what a low-grade priest might say without knowing the details."

    "Kuh."

    I genuinely struggled to hold back laughter.

    The genuine chuckle that escaped caused Romeo's face to crumple.

    Before he could argue, I pinpointed the lie inherent in his speech.

    "Unfortunate incident?"

    "Well, previously, Priest Vellego attempted to...."

    Romeo, in the midst of answering my question, hesitated, his body trembling.

    The realization of his blunder was clearly visible.

    "What did Priest Vellego do to me?"

    His attempt to kidnap me was never brought to light.

    "Officially, Somir Isha is under investigation by the Central Inspection Squad for bribery allegations."

    The briber was Vellego, and the claim was that the restriction was imposed to hide the bribery—this is the story the investigation team and Central Inspection Squad agreed upon and released.

    This plot was crafted not to cover for Vellego but to bait and capture the head behind Somir Isha.

    "No fool would confess to hiring a kidnapping and then silencing her with a restriction."

    Knowing this, they provided a plausible pretext to capture her.

    Her arrest was meant to lure out the head that would tremble in uncertainty.

    'However, I never expected them to fall for it so quickly.'

    I scrutinized Romeo with a slightly futile heart.

    In the meanwhile, my hand continued to leisurely toy with the box.

    'I don't need to reveal that I know all the circumstances.'

    The notion that I, through Somir Isha, discovered something is likely suspected.

    'But they can't be sure exactly what or how much I've discovered.'

    Hence, there's no need for me to volunteer this information.

    'Tracing the tail to find the head has concluded sooner than expected.'

    Now, the question shifts to how to deal with them.

    "Divinity, huh."

    I rubbed my fingers across the shiny surface of the box, making calculations.

    'Accepting this means I'll have to accommodate their clumsy excuses.'

    Even if from start to finish, their lies are evident, I'll have to let it slide.

    'To me, who knows nothing, this is valuable enough.'

    Did I need to watch the head I finally unearthed slip through my grasp, or should I simply seize it?

    The deliberation wasn't lengthy.

    Mirroring Kim Yul's usual bright expressions, I opened my mouth.

    "With such sincere offerings, it's hard to refuse."

    Romeo, worriedly biting his lips, widened his eyes in surprise.

    It was shocking indeed.

    "As you said, Priest Somir knew nothing. It seems, after all, to be confidential."

    Having just pinpointed the lies in his words, my now cooperative attitude threw him off.

    My agreement effectively signaled my willingness to cover up the matters regarding Somir Isha.

    With this assurance, Romeo's complexion visibly relaxed.

    'I don't know why they sent such an easily manipulated person.'

    Yet, I decided to entertain their manipulative tricks for a while.

    Smiling sociably, Romeo and I concluded the encounter smoothly.

    I simply wanted him off my premises, while he wished to tidy matters swiftly in case of a change of heart from me.

    "Soon, the misunderstanding regarding Priest Somir will be resolved. Accusing her of bribery, what a ridiculous misunderstanding it was."

    I assured them of compliance as long as their divinity was accepted.

    Only then did Romeo rise to leave.

    After Romeo departed.

    "This is..."

    As expected, Rashar, who had remained quiet since his initial outburst, reacted.

    It seemed he refrained from interfering out of respect, waiting for my move.

    "This isn't a matter that can be settled like this. From the previous Vellego Protoram incident to Priest Somir now... I only found out about her involvement in the kidnapping a few days ago. Both then, and now, we shouldn't sweep the injustices you faced under the carpet like this!"

    Was the waiting harder than anticipated?

    Words spilled from him without pause, breathless.

    I frowned slightly and spoke.

    "Enough already."

    "What...."

    "Stop assuming I am sacrificing myself for the Order, it's your own fantasy."

    As the razor-sharp gaze hit, Rashar flinched and trembled.

    "Why are you so certain that I would sacrifice and dedicate myself to you?"

    "......"

    "Why force your aspirations onto me, attempting to impose your expectations? Or are you just hoping to ignore your current predicament?"

    "......"

    "For whatever reason, this is the last time I'll put up with it. It's actually quite unpleasant being depicted as a saint above human in such unwarranted glorification."

    Startled by the stern warning, Rashar's face turned pale.

    Even so, after several hesitations, he finally spoke.

    "Then why...."

    Instead of a direct response, I reopened the box in my hand.

    Time and again, repeatedly viewing, I confirmed it was indeed Palao's divinity.

    "Do you really think this is all?"

    "What do you mean?"

    The fact that Agnotia willingly brought this still nagged at my mind.

    "No matter how Palao is a god of another Order."

    This was still divinity, the essence of a god.

    Somir Isha had testified that delivering it to Agnotia was the ultimate goal.

    Doesn't it strike you as peculiar that something so significant was so easily surrendered?

    "Those bastards must have more."

    Likely, a greater divinity compared to what they've given today.

    Thus, if they gave this away nonchalantly, it would make sense.

    "Retrieve everything they have left and completely thwart their plans."

    Avenging wrongs with tenfold retribution is only proper, no?

    Entertaining their antics only until discovering the whereabouts of the remaining divinity.

    "Providing them life support until the remaining divinity is found."

    The fate of Agnotia's extremists was already sealed.

    I smirked coldly, picturing the faces of Romeo and Reitan returning to the Order.

    'Run as much as you can.'

    No matter how fast you sprint, you'll remain within my palm.

    I stood, concocting future plans.

    Sneaking a glance, I saw Rashar with a somber expression.

    Yet, neglecting her presence, I carried the box holding the divinity and exited the base.

    "Wait, hold on!"

    Only belatedly grasping reality, Rashar followed, but I didn't bother to look back.

    I proceeded to the temple, using the portal to arrive at the central temple.

    This was to ascertain an idea I had upon recognizing it as Palao's divinity.

    The final destination was the sanctuary at the Order's headquarters where Palao's statue was enshrined.

    Though not inherently powerful, it held significant symbolic meaning.

    Not long after Lario came rushing to receive news of my arrival.

    Upon reaching the sanctuary, the fabled Order Homepage Orb was floating.

    Without hesitation, I approached the orb and opened the box.

    "Gasp!"

    A flustered Lario displayed his shock when I presented Palao's divinity to the orb.

    Moments later, Palao's divinity slowly absorbed into the orb.

    "I suspected this."

    I paused, gazing at the disappearing divinity, before asking.

    "Have there been any changes in the management console? Such as additional points, new features... Ah, removal of admission limits?"

    "We can increase the number of entrants."

    Swallowing nervously, sputtered Lario.

    "It's a point where the third batch of players is joining."

    Observing the frequency of posts on the communal board, it's estimated that about two or three percent have completed entrance.

    A fitting time to lift entrance restrictions.

    "How perfect."

    Recruits of the Order of Palao were showing prominence across various battlefields.

    Receiving structured training after filtering for talent led to this outcome.

    Increasing their numbers during this period while equipping them adequately for missions specific to the Order.

    "Enhancing elite forces to potentially surpass common players by half or even twice isn't out of reach."

    Finalizing my thoughts, I resolutely declared.

    "Let's expand to the maximum."

    Since I was almost kidnapped, of course, I was the one who tracked down Somir and stirred up Agnotia's Order.

    I essentially acquired Palao's divinity thanks to my effort.

    Damn System
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    Given that I was at the headquarters, I decided to stop by the investigation office to wrap up my work.

    The first task was to organize the personal information of the newly acquired Chinese players. This was essential to verify family relations with those we might find at the shelter later on.

    Fortunately, such administrative tasks were managed by other players affiliated with the association. Thanks to them, I was able to rest and recover my condition since last night's stay at the base.

    'Not that it means I am without tasks.'

    I cross-checked a substantial amount of paperwork with the Chinese players captured the previous day.

    As I was responsible for field operations, it was crucial for me to ensure accuracy before handing over the prisoners formally to the Biharin side.

    In addition, there were many things to do, like interrogating to extract connections with the production of Cratoll in South America.

    "Time to wrap things up now."

    After a strenuous half-day stint, I was able to conclude all tasks around the expected time frame. Considering the distance to Incheon Port, it was about time for me to proceed to Earth.

    With the time difference between Earth and Bihar considered, it was the appropriate moment to depart.

    Immediately after handing over all the Chinese individuals to the Biharin side, I went out of the office.

    Upon arriving at Loborre, where the one remaining gate was located through a portal, I was met with familiar faces at the gate guarded by holy knights.

    One side was Ethan, someone I could easily call a friend, and the other was...

    "It's purely personal to go to Earth, so what right do you have to stop me?"

    "No right, but I do have power. And with that power, it won't be difficult to expel Fabian out of the association."

    Fabian was still alive and kicking. The moment I saw his face, my expression crumpled without any pause to conceal it.

    "I'm not letting things get messed up a second time because of you."

    Ethan seemed to share the sentiment, glaring at Fabian coldly.

    "Until everything is finalized, return to your quarters and wait. The association head and other branch heads also concurred, so don't do anything unnecessary."

    It's understandable. Because of that bastard, everyone had been overstretched over the past fortnight.

    Recalling past incidents naturally made me lean against a wall and cross my arms. Meanwhile, Ethan succeeded in driving Fabian away.

    I stared silently at Fabian's retreating back with a hardened expression.

    'How resilient he is...'

    I thought he'd disappear quietly, unnoticed on the battlefield, but his life seems surprisingly long-lasting.

    'I can't bury him in the hunting ground, that's infuriating.'

    A sigh came out of my frustrated heart as a familiar presence approached.

    "K."

    "Not busy, are you?"

    "I have to see you off. Also, to keep that guy in check."

    "Was he trying to go to Earth again? He really is something."

    Wonder what kind of trouble he plans to cause over there.

    "Don't worry too much. I'll keep an eye on him to prevent crossing over for a while."

    Ethan wore a weary smile.

    "Though I can't prevent him from using the community... Lily is also ensuring that information doesn't reach Fabian. It's like state-level secrecy, even I am not aware. I doubt things will get easily messed up like before."

    I nodded casually in understanding.

    The trouble caused by Fabian had brought strife to many.

    'A single maverick can spoil the whole pond.'

    Originally, the Player Association planned to take action against Zhang Tianyu shortly after discovering her through the investigations.

    They had a rough location of the shelter within China, where families referred to as player slaves were held. They hadn't just been idle, the CIA moved swiftly upon perceiving the issue in China.

    Thanks to that, Biharin mobilized the investigation team to sweep organizations, and on Earth, the association players moved to rescue civilians in the shelters.

    "If the families came under the association's jurisdiction, even the Chinese players who joined involuntarily would have been relieved."

    The sweep operation in Bihar would have been far smoother.

    Chinese individuals defecting from their organizations and surrendering on their own would have emerged.

    But now, it's a plan that was dissolved due to recklessness by some European countries like France, Germany, and Belgium.

    "They attacked both the shelter and Zhang Tianyu without any prior discussion with the association."

    As a result, the numerous players and special forces from governments that were closely tied got annihilated.

    If there were any valuable intel from the incident, it'd be that the adversaries' combat power wasn't to be underestimated.

    "Honestly, a rather useless piece of information."

    Because there was no intel suggesting that Zhang Tianyu participated in the combat directly.

    Similarly, there was no proof indicating that she was excluded from it entirely.

    Indicating uncertainty about her combat capabilities.

    That's why the schedule to confront her was aligned with mine.

    'Precisely, it was at the request of the U. S. side.'

    To minimize the damage to their players, they decided to place me at the forefront.

    Thanks to them, no unnecessary clashes occurred, allowing me to absorb Zhang Tianyu's mana; hence, I bore no discontent.

    Due to such a loss in continuity, pre-existing plans had to be axed.

    The association decided to arrange Bihar first while re-establishing the locations of the shelter on Earth.

    "As for Fabian, he claims ignorance."

    Circumstantially, the only possible leak of the shelter and Zhang Tianyu's information to European countries links back to Fabian.

    There's no concrete evidence to punish him.

    For that reason, Lily Evans started subtly omitting Fabian.

    Although, removal can't undo what's already occurred.

    Everyone was bustling to prevent China from gaining temporal leeway.

    The blessing amidst the misfortune is that China's government couldn't recklessly act against the player slave families.

    "If they lose those families, they lose the surviving Chinese players as well."

    Ironically, China had to protect them, to restock their player forces.

    "That's why the sweep in Bihar was expedited."

    The more players loyal to the government died, the more the value of those deemed slaves rose.

    That's pretty much the reason for the screw-ups by countries like France.

    The shelter civilians were vital cards capable of commanding the remaining Chinese players.

    'China's government had already proven that effect.'

    Some countries in Europe moved independently without consultation, trying to possess that.

    'It would have been chaotic if it were their own citizens.'

    If they aren't nationals, but citizens of another nation?

    Especially, chinese individuals who had caused various issues globally recently?

    It was clear as day what the intentions of those acting behind Fabian's back were.

    Regardless, the U. S. was also involved for the same reasons.

    They were merely less blatant about it than Europe was.

    'It's a pity to see all this transparent, yet there's nothing to be done.'

    Despite these shortcomings, a player to handle China had to be nurtured.

    Though the system currently blocks it, the hole between Bihar and Earth already exists.

    The day it opens, players will scramble, organizing the hole.

    It's the main reason the association decided to transfer the involved Chinese individuals to Bihar instead of executing them all.

    'They can pull up their average stats through purification labor under the Order's army.'

    Though it wasn't publicized, agreements were made to buy them back from Bihar for an appropriate price later.

    In essence, the Chinese transferred there will eventually form a direct unit for the association.

    'Under association's control, their influence within China won't be negligible.'

    Many countries had ample reasons to drool over their families.

    'Really, whether it's this or that.'

    I shook my head, feeling disgusted towards humanity once more.

    "Since we've decided to restrict him, monitor him tightly so he can't step out of Bihar."

    "Yes, just trust me."

    You never know what kind of mishap might occur, so I couldn't afford to drop my guard till the very end.

    Although I controlled the information somewhat, it's possible they guessed D-day since I couldn't completely hide my movements.

    Potential surveillance on those scheduled to join the shelter acquisition also had to be accounted for.

    Various possibilities and risks came to mind.

    Considering everything, swift action was the most reliable solution this time.

    I approached the gate, gathering the thoughts wandering idly in my mind.

    "Take care."

    Ethan saw me off from behind.

    I waved my hand in response as I crossed the gate.

    * * *

    It had been half a year since he took charge of managing the sudden anomalous phenomenon on an administrative level.

    Transitioning from Colonel to Brigadier General, it had been a month since he moved to the Ministry of Defense.

    Upon promotion, Kim Jonghwa became the head of the newly formed unit directly under the Ministry of Defense. This unit, primarily composed of players, was still marked as being in a trial phase.

    "If it weren't for the opposition from those National Intelligence Service bastards, it would have been confirmed already."

    Because of those claiming that players' freedom shouldn't be oppressed, the unit's structure had to be downscaled. Volunteers were the only ones accepted as members.

    "During wartime, conscription becomes possible anyway."

    It was ridiculous how freedom was constantly being brought up. That's why external entities should be kept away from military operations.

    Kim Jonghwa faced numerous stresses from people nitpicking on nonsensical matters. During such frustrating times, some news broke.

    "Are you sure he's crossed the gate?"

    "That's what I am saying."

    "How likely is it that it's a misidentification?"

    "Almost none. How many people wouldn't recognize that face?"

    It was reported that K had crossed the gate back to Earth.

    "Twice within a day, huh...?"

    Early this morning, he had abruptly used the gate, only to return to the other world within an hour.

    Since this was reported by a player monitoring access to temples in a city called Loborre, it had to be accurate.

    Yet, barely a day later, he returned to Earth?

    "There's no report yet of his return to Biharin."

    "Yes, that's correct..."

    In that case, I could assume he was currently on Earth.

    "Don't know where he set the portal exit point."

    I couldn't rule out the possibility of him heading to China.

    Seated in my office at the Ministry of Defense building, Kim Jonghwa's eyes sparkled.

    'If he indeed went over to China.'

    This might be the golden opportunity to capture that arrogant punk.

    Military personnel disguised as civilians were already infiltrated in areas K was likely to appear.

    They weren't the only ones.

    Kim Jonghwa turned to a player, whom he had personally persuaded the National Intelligence Service to recruit, and instructed,

    "You should prepare as well."

    "I've already done everything."

    The audacity in the response made Kim Jonghwa's brows twitch.

    But he simply glanced at the dagger tossed and caught in the player's hand and remained silent.

    Instead, he dwelt on ensuring K's detention at any cost.

    "This time, secure his custody, no matter what."

    As it stood, he was the most dangerous bomb in the country.

    Although other players aren't too different.

    "They're nothing but killers, anyhow."

    Savage beings killing one another in uncivilized regions.

    How could one trust anyone advocating to give such dangerous creatures freedom and cooperation?

    What if unloaded players went rogue, what then?

    "These creatures must be under military control, doing as they're ordered."

    That ensured the safety of all.

    Appropriating and managing players through the military was imperative.

    If impossible.

    "Eradication is the only answer."

    Recalling K's threatening demeanors, Kim Jonghwa voiced with a deepened tone,

    "Just to reiterate, should he refuse to cooperate..."

    "I know, I got it."

    Kim Jonghwa shot a sharp gaze at the player who interrupted him.

    Yet, before he could scold further, the player buried his dagger into the sofa armrest with a 'thud'.

    Immediately after, smoke began to rise from the sofa's leather armrest.

    "General, how many times do I have to assure you? My mana can take down even the exalted general-grade foes."

    It was due to the materialized mana causing corrosion.

    "Even that vaunted K won't disregard me. Leave this to me, and just remember to secure that grand position you promised."

    "Best avoid utterances that might be misconstrued. Your appointment will follow due lawful military processes."

    Considering military cooperation would suffice such a position.

    On the contrary, those who declined...

    "The sprouts must be cut before they overgrow."

    A clear gleam of malice flashed in Kim Jonghwa's eyes.

    Damned System
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    In China, there's something called the Communist Youth League, managed by the Communist Party.

    "The official name is the Chinese Communist Youth League."

    It is an organization for young individuals aged between 14 and 28, seemingly functioning as a kind of talent cultivation center.

    The guy named Zhang Tianyu was affiliated with that very Youth League.

    "Even his parents were involved in politics."

    Basically, this indicated that Zhang Tianyu was part of the Chinese establishment.

    It was either thanks to this or because of it.

    Conducting a background check on him was incredibly easy.

    His name was well-known, plastered all over the place.

    He even had a personal SNS flaunting a luxurious lifestyle.

    "I wondered what in the world made him commit crimes without even bothering to hide his real name."

    It seemed like he believed he could handle anything that came his way with his background and power.

    After all, that's why he continued leading a lifestyle in Beijing without a hitch even after the attacks in Europe.

    I used Invisibility to observe from the rooftop of the tallest building nearby.

    Just then, Zhang Tianyu got out of a notoriously expensive supercar and entered the building.

    Due to the height of the building, everything on the ground looked smaller than ants.

    Despite that, the stench of thick, metallic blood was abound.

    That was the effect of the title "Slayer".

    "This is stronger than those who disembowel their victims on site."

    The Slayer does not react to the smell of monster blood.

    This means that woman killed humans herself. And not just a few, but an overwhelming number.

    "So why."

    Why was there no bounty mission targeting Zhang Tianyu on the hidden mission board?

    I scoured the mission list again, but found no targets matching Zhang Tianyu's location.

    "I thought one of the two in Beijing would surely be Zhang Tianyu."

    No, that's not it.

    "There's no way she killed only civilians."

    During the game, it's impossible that there were no conflicts with other players.

    She must have clashed with the players sent from Europe just a fortnight ago.

    "Maybe she didn't engage in the battle?"

    I stood still, staring at the spot where Zhang Tianyu had vanished.

    Yet, I brushed off my thoughts before delving deeper.

    The important thing right now was to catch Zhang Tianyu.

    "It's clear she's not just some spoiled rich kid."

    Thus, a hunting ground to corner her needed to be chosen wisely.

    Zhang Tianyu wouldn't care whether there were civilians around or not.

    Most ordinary players couldn't do that.

    They were only accustomed to slaying monsters.

    "Neither am I nor she desensitized to killing."

    Considering all these factors, ambushing from outside was dismissed.

    "It's better to dig a trap and hide."

    Having organized my thoughts, I lightly pushed off the rooftop.

    A newly built officetel in Chaoyang District, Beijing.

    The high-pitched noise echoed as a supercar rapidly entered the underground parking lot.

    Screech, boom!

    The notorious supercar finally stopped after crashing into a parked foreign car.

    A woman in her early twenties got out of the car which hadn't even managed to park properly within the lines.

    The eldest daughter of the central committee member, Zhang Yang, Zhang Tianyu.

    "Damn it."

    Unable to suppress her bubbling anger, she slammed the door shut with force.

    Consequently, the door of the vehicle crumpled.

    "Hic."

    Coincidentally, an officetel resident who came down to the underground parking for an outing froze at the sight.

    However, Zhang Tianyu paid no attention to his gaze and slammed the door shut again.

    After all, it had been a month since the operation in Bihar had completely collapsed.

    The Player Association, having confirmed her identity, was already pressuring the Chinese government using their international governments.

    However, the government wasn't simply about to hand her over.

    No matter what, Zhang Tianyu was the player China had carefully nurtured over the past year.

    Of course, this didn't free her from the authorities' investigations either.

    Today, she found herself on the receiving end of mocking comments from Zhang Yang.

    Violence accompanied the explosive reaction as a matter of course.

    Once she realized that hitting him only hurt herself, she resorted to using a golf club.

    "That bastard probably still thinks I'm under his thumb."

    She gritted her teeth, recalling the bending golf club upon contact with her body.

    It seemed like her father needed a proper mental lesson.

    "Snap his limbs, and he'll come to his senses."

    Zhang Tianyu swallowed her anger as she replayed the moment her father Zhang Yang had dared to hit her.

    At this moment, she considered turning back and could visualize crushing his bones to pieces, but...

    "Now is not the time."

    The government's atmosphere was unfavorable.

    As the business collapsed, China had become a sort of public enemy in the game.

    World leaders familiar with the game were full of plans to attack China using the current issue.

    More importantly, all her funding sources had been cut off.

    If she took action against Zhang Yang now, even politicians who couldn't join the game might become wary of her.

    "For the time being, I should act like I'm deferential to power."

    She needed to assess the political landscape for now.

    "It's hard to use the gate anyway."

    Just a bit more patience.

    She swallowed her resentment, clenching her teeth, as she boarded the elevator.

    "Damn it!"

    Finally unable to suppress her anger, Zhang Tianyu uttered a curse through gritted teeth.

    The sight of the elevator dented by her kick only fueled her rising anger.

    Recalling the politicians, including her father Zhang Yang, who weren't even players made it even harder to suppress her fury.

    "Those who can't even become players."

    Zhang Tianyu was someone who could demolish a building with a mere gesture, or crack the ground with a single kick.

    Yet, now she found herself in turmoil because of those insignificant individuals.

    "I miscalculated."

    She had planned to expand her business, secure funds, and seize control over the Chinese government.

    Thanks to Zhang Yang, she could easily establish connections with the regime and steadily dispense bribes to prepare for a great undertaking in the future.

    But now her business strategy had crumbled, and attacks from all sides made others turn away and ignore her.

    If this delayed preparations until the promised day...

    "Looks like there's no choice now."

    She would have to forcibly seize power and then proceed with her plans.

    Gnashing her teeth once again, Zhang Tianyu controlled her breath.

    "Let's not act hastily."

    There was still a chance.

    "Retrieve the slaves held in Bihar first."

    She was negotiating with South American players and would soon launch a counterattack.

    Once she retrieved the slaves, she would immediately reorganize her forces to overthrow the government.

    "Most are trash at best, but they're sufficient for killing ordinary people."

    Anyway, many of those involved had strong emotional entanglements or grudges related to family, so she couldn't use them for long.

    It was better to use this opportunity to dispose of them after exploiting them as cannon fodder.

    "After promoting a few of the ones constantly reporting through chat to managerial positions, I can dispose of the rest, right?"

    The vacant positions wouldn't be much of a concern.

    There were plenty of newly-selected players.

    With the government even mobilizing public security police for searches, supplementing manpower wouldn't be difficult.

    As soon as she finished her headache-inducing thoughts, the elevator reached the top floor.

    The moment she entered the officetel, she headed straight to the cupboard in the living room.

    As soon as she opened the highest drawer, dozens of small zipper bags stacked within came into view.

    It was Cratoll, which recently had an expanding distribution network.

    Due to Zhang Yang confiscating everything she had brought along, she hadn't been able to consume any on the way.

    With eager hands, Zhang Tianyu opened a zipper bag and inhaled deeply.

    "Ah."

    Her perfected gold-rank body reacted as soon as she absorbed the black powder.

    Her pupils dilated, and black veins began to protrude from her neck and wrists.

    While every cell in her body awoke, her consciousness was engulfed as if shrouded in mist.

    Zhang Tianyu buried her nose in the zipper bag.

    Then she suddenly tilted her head, staring at the empty zipper bag.

    "Why am I here?"

    Oh right, she had just gotten home after being summoned by Zhang Yang.

    She retrieved a new zipper bag from the cupboard and sank onto the sofa behind.

    "Ugh, this is awful."

    Her hazy consciousness expanded in a meandering stream.

    Why did she have to suffer this stress?

    It was all because of the fools who meddled in her affairs.

    "Especially that bastard K."

    When she returned to Bihar, she planned to kill him first.

    Waxing poetic about justice and righteousness.

    She intended to deal with the Player Association, who prattled such nonsense.

    And she would gut open the holy knights who killed her subordinates to set up her business again.

    Hospitals all over China were eager for the organs she supplied.

    Demand was sufficient to start anew if she could just get back on her feet.

    "Yeah."

    Just start over.

    Murmuring softly, Zhang Tianyu lounged on the sofa, gazing out the window.

    The bright cityscape was spread before her eyes, but there was no particular impression.

    It was just tedious.

    As she let out a long sigh and opened another zipper bag, she muttered.

    "I wish we could have uninvited night visitors like last time."

    Then, at least, she could play all night with those begging for their lives.

    As she licked her lips in regret, she heard a voice.

    "I should have come earlier if I knew I'd be waiting like this."

    Zhang Tianyu jumped off the couch.

    As she quickly turned around, a shadow detached from the wall shrouded in darkness.

    "What are you doing? This is the night guest you were waiting for. Why not pretend you're glad to see me?"

    As the unfamiliar voice trailed off, the surrounding mana fluctuated.

    The spear, firmly gripped in the night guest's hand, thrust toward her.

    Zhang Tianyu, grinning with exhilaration, drew dual swords from her inventory.

    As soon as she held the swords, she crossed them in front of her chest to block.

    Because the opponent's first move was a thrust, not a slash.

    Moreover, it was a spear, not a sword.

    The minuscule point, smaller than a fingertip, closed in at an unimaginable speed.

    A normal person would have felt terrified at the approaching spear.

    But Zhang Tianyu felt a thrill running from her hips up her spine to the back of her head, from the uncanny strike directed at her.

    The moment she crossed her dual swords to intercept the spear.

    Bang-!

    The sound that echoed could have made one believe a bomb had exploded.

    Such was the strength of the shockwave, and the items around the sofa where Zhang Tianyu had been seated were all launched.

    Following an intensely fierce collision was the contest of strength.

    "Ugh!"

    Zhang Tianyu clenched her teeth, resisting the force pushing against her.

    Consequently, her temples bulged with veins, and her muscles swelled.

    It was her first time utilizing her body like this since becoming gold rank.

    That's why, whenever she engaged in a brawl or fight before, she always thought about the next move.

    On this day, however, all she could focus on was blocking the spear pressing in before her.

    It was at this subconscious, unperceived level that a warning light went off for Zhang Tianyu.

    At that exact painful crunch.

    As the enemy's spearhead and Zhang Tianyu's dual swords rubbed against each other, sparks flew.

    Zhang Tianyu was overpowered.

    Crack, crackle.

    The smooth, glass-like red mana encasing her weapon began to crack.

    "Heh."

    A faint gasp slipped from the man's lips.

    "I expected it to break, but it holds up?"

    The intruder's eyes gleamed with interest, and he tugged at his lips as he spoke.

    "Let's see if it withstands this too."

    Once his words ended, sparks ignited from the night visitor's hand gripping the spear.

    Before it could reach her like a spider's web or snake climbing the spear shaft.

    Zhang Tianyu smashed up with her dual swords, repelling the spear.

    And she retreated a step, gritting her teeth.

    The invader's demeanor seemed to evaluate her combat power.

    His confidence in his superiority irritated Zhang Tianyu, who twisted her lips.

    Thus she ignored the instinctual warning lights activated earlier.

    "Let's see how long that arrogance lasts, you bastard!"

    Zhang Tianyu, enveloping her swords with attribute mana, stomped the ground, cracking the officetel floor.

    Wham-!

    Despite wielding a long spear, the night visitor allowed Zhang Tianyu to approach.

    He dodged her blade by bending back, causing the wall behind him to melt away.

    It was the result of Zhang Tianyu infusing her swords with magma attribute mana.

    Boom-!

    Despite witnessing that, the night visitor gamely swung his spear to fend off her relentless strike.

    Vast quantities of magma attempting to overflow along the spear shaft were repelled by sparks.

    Actually, the molten substance flowed down to entangle Zhang Tianyu.

    "Hmp!"

    It was her first time clashing with a mana of higher rank than her attribute.

    Her insides twisted, causing her to choke up blood.

    She clenched her teeth, stubbornly enduring.

    Fissures ran across the floor unable to withstand the tremendous forces pressing from both sides.

    Though they rushed at each other to sever one another, only to momentarily back off and clash again.

    Each continued collision snapped tables in two and cracked walls, exposing what should remain hidden.

    With each exchange, the ferocious snarl of Zhang Tianyu's expression stiffened more and more.

    Considering the current circumstances, Zhang Tianyu held the upper hand.

    Besides the opponent's initial move, all he did was fend off and evade her strikes.

    Thus it was clear that she should have the advantage...but...

    "Then why."

    Could her swords not touch him?

    Damned System
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    Up until now, the players that Zhang Tianyu had faced always had gaps in their defenses.

    They wielded only one sword, whereas she wielded two.

    For someone like her, who had been trained to be ambidextrous from a young age, opponents who only wielded a single weapon were just easy prey.

    If she attacked from the left, the right would open up, and if she attacked from the right, the left would open. She only needed to exploit those gaps to pierce her blade through.

    But this intruder was different.

    If she struck from the left, the spear would follow and block, and if she tried to exploit that gap by targeting the right, somehow, the tail of the spear would already be waiting for her blade.

    It was as if this person knew exactly where she would swing her sword.

    When she gritted her teeth and swung her sword faster, the intruder reacted just as swiftly.

    It was a leisurely response, as if granting her the courtesy of seeing how far she could go.

    "You sly bastard.!"

    Frustrated, she shouted and swung both swords upward simultaneously, determined to finally land a meaningful hit on this person.

    "Hmm."

    Yet, her opponent was just as composed this time, seemingly predicting her move.

    The intruder had laid the spear horizontally and stepped forward, preemptively blocking her attack by striking her wrists with the spear shaft.

    Then, suddenly twisting his body.

    "Huek!"

    The intruder aimed a kick over the horizontal spear shaft towards her head.

    A chilling realization came over her; the mere thought of being hit by that foot imbued with red mana felt like her head would burst.

    The moment she instinctively bent her waist backward, a cold chill brushed past the back of her neck.

    Zhang Tianyu almost instinctively propelled herself off the ground, altering her center of gravity backward.

    Barely had she thrown herself back in retreat when the spear swept through the space her neck had occupied.

    Her neck would have been severed if she hadn't thrown herself back.

    As soon as her back hit the ground, Zhang Tianyu used a backward roll to stand back up.

    Thwack.

    The spear, swung down from above, pierced through the glistening marble beneath.

    From then on, the tables had completely turned.

    "Ugh!"

    The momentum she had while pushing the intruder back was gone, and she was purely on the defensive, overwhelmed by the intruder's relentless attacks.

    There was a slash, then a thrust, and even attempts to strike her with the spear shaft, leaving her no chance to breathe.

    Left eye, right temple, head, left breast, and back to the head, then to the abdomen center.

    Each of these attacks was lethal if she slipped up even once.

    It felt like every moment her life was being threatened.

    This was a completely unfamiliar sensation for Zhang Tianyu.

    She was always the one reigning over others, wielding their lives at her whim.

    Even when she was being assaulted by Jang Yang, she never truly felt her life was in danger.

    Losing her composure, unlike at the start, her movements began to unravel.

    Unable to block with her weapons, she resorted to throwing herself to dodge the intruder's strikes.

    Because of this, the glass window behind her shattered with a loud crash.

    There was nothing special about it. The entire office was already in ruins, broken and damaged.

    The real issue was that even though the place had become such a mess, there was no sign of her subordinates on the lower floor.

    'Even though a barrier is set up.'

    The mana in the surroundings was fluctuating wildly, yet they were not so clueless as to miss it.

    This meant that the intruder had not come alone.

    It also meant that she'd have to abandon any hope of receiving external support.

    'The ones who came last time made their presence known from all directions.'

    She was so frustrated having to wait for them to set up barriers.

    But this one approached truly without a sound.

    His spear-handling mastery and mana manipulation skills were a step above Zhang Tianyu's own.

    It seemed this time, a proper enemy had come.

    The sense of disregard she had before became newly urgent and was giving her danger signals.

    Yet before she could properly react to this development, something happened that dulled her sense of danger once again.

    "Your sword skills are decent, I'd admit that. I'm quite surprised."

    Now then.

    "Let's see how well you handle mana."

    Seeing those disdainful eyes evaluating her skill made her mind snap.

    "I planned on just killing you, but since you're performing quite well, I'll play along with you."

    One word after another grated on her proud heart.

    As her attribute mana began to boil, the air inside the barrier grew hot.

    "What are you doing?"

    With a mocking palm gesture, the intruder taunted her.

    "If you don't want to die here, you'd better struggle."

    Use everything you have and burn it all.

    "Fine, you arrogant bastard."

    Gritting her teeth, her voice lowered to a growl like a beast, fire ignited on Zhang Tianyu's sword.

    * * *

    After the previous attack, I had heard security at the new shelter had become much tighter.

    Yet, it was eerily quiet around Zhang Tianyu.

    'A few Silver rank agents had been stationed, but.'

    It didn't seem like they were there to protect Zhang Tianyu.

    'It's not a single house but entirely different floors, what are they planning?'

    Did they perhaps intend to drill through the floor in case of an emergency?

    If so, they were sorely mistaken.

    The game had a barrier magic that could isolate a target separately.

    'Even without that, I have Stealth now.'

    Bounty hunting has granted numerous absorbed magics.

    Among them was "Stealth", a high-grade, third-grade wind attribute magic.

    'Under normal circumstances, my attribute mana would make it inaccessible.'

    Fortunately, I had encapsulated the third-grade wind element mana in a mana accumulation tool shaped like a ring.

    The provider, of course, was Kim Yul.

    Thanks to him, I could quietly keep an eye on Zhang Tianyu, who smugly barged in alone.

    Even when I got within several meters, there was no resonance of mana from her.

    The fact that she could seal her mana tightly within her core indicated her skill level.

    'The only information gathered from prisoners was that it was fire-based.'

    There was no information beyond that...

    'An attribute as rare as magma.'

    It was not as if her mana control skills were as dreadful as Jang Ryun's.

    It seemed I had stumbled upon a valuable opponent to gain experience with interpersonal combat.

    When Zhang Tianyu began to withdraw defensively, I attempted to provoke her.

    True to her fiery nature attribute, she reacted immediately to the provocation.

    If this battle continued, defeating her didn't seem like it would be difficult.

    At my provocation, an incensed Zhang Tianyu propelled herself off the ground and charged.

    Bang, thump!

    The sound was too heavy to believe it was just a clash of sword and spear.

    "Die!"

    Every time Zhang Tianyu swung her sword, materialized mana in the form of magma scattered around.

    Shortly afterwards, she even unleashed an area-wide magic.

    The cracked marble floor started bubbling and sizzling.

    The moment I hastily created a barrier and ascended into the air, the marble melted away.

    An area with about a 2-3 meter radius had turned into molten lava.

    "Heh."

    I didn't know the exact name of the magic, but it was indeed a spectacular sight.

    However, it wasn't particularly threatening.

    'This is a high-rise building.'

    Sure enough, the lava-turned floor of the officetel suddenly collapsed.

    Held in suspense in the interim, unable to penetrate the equally ranked double barrier.

    Had this magic been used externally, and on a broader scale, it would have been quite bothersome.

    Without some sort of flight magic, countering it would have been impossible.

    But the current geographical advantage had significantly diminished the magic's potency.

    "Tch."

    Zhang Tianyu herself soon put the magic to rest, realizing this fact.

    Then, she looked up at me, still sitting atop the barrier, with a smirk.

    "You suit running away so well."

    It seemed like a deliberate attempt to provoke me.

    'If that's the case, I should join in.'

    With a quick chuckle, while lightly tapping off the barrier, I murmured.

    "It's a misunderstanding, you see. I'm more suited to charging ahead. Suits my nature, too."

    The concentration of attribute mana I infused into the spear deepened, increasing the number of sparks protruding.

    In that state, I leaped downwards, thrusting the spear forward.

    The clash of lightning and magma erupted with bright flashes.

    The result of fire meeting fire was far from trivial.

    The heat that diffused everywhere set the sofa's leather, the curtains, and other flammable items alight.

    Then I caught a glimpse of something distinctly unsettling.

    The barrier behind Zhang Tianyu flickered for a moment, as though wavering.

    No, it hadn't just seemed that way; it truly fluctuated.

    'What is this phenomenon?'

    The barrier today wasn't made of the regular sealing stones sold in the shop.

    To prevent the target from escaping, it was a custom-made double barrier stone commissioned from a high-grade spatial magic user.

    'It should far exceed the regular barriers in hardness.'

    A magician of considerable skill wouldn't easily dismantle it.

    Moreover, barriers don't flicker and ripple like waves when tampered with.

    Much like glass shattering, they crack and collapse.

    'It's neither typical nor normal.'

    Yet it unfolded right before my eyes.

    'A relic, perhaps?'

    If someone had obtained a relic capable of nullifying or ignoring barriers, it wouldn't be surprising.

    But without certainty, it continued to bug me.

    Initially, it happened at the 12 o'clock direction behind Zhang Tianyu.

    Then at 10 o'clock, next at 4 o'clock, and even above my head, similar phenomena occurred.

    Then, at one point, the entire barrier exhibited similar occurrences.

    "Dammit, what the hell is this...?"

    Zhang Tianyu seemed equally oblivious to the phenomenon.

    But before she could back off.

    Abruptly, a hole was punctured through one section of the wavering barrier.

    Immediately following this, something extraordinary happened next to Zhang Tianyu.

    The empty air split open and a black hand emerged.

    Neither Zhang Tianyu nor I was the first to react.

    「Trait 'Capitalism' has been activated.」

    「System switching to support mode. Support target: Player Kang Hyunwoo.」

    「Detecting abnormal access. Attempting to block.」

    The system quickly responded, faster than anyone else.

    ".!"

    Though unfortunately, there wasn't enough time to process the sudden messages.

    Having seen the black object spew, aimed towards me, from the hand cleaving through the air.

    A dark, stake-like object, as thick as a fist.

    Upon sighting it, rather than retreating or dodging, instincts drove me to utilize acceleration, deeply thrusting the spear.

    It was an almost instinctive choice.

    The attribute mana forcibly injected into the spear emitted wild sparks, densely filling the surroundings.

    Consequently, thunk!

    It pinpointedly penetrated the neck of Zhang Tianyu, who had been distracted by the occurrence next to her and let her guard down.

    Simultaneously, the black object from the black hand pierced through my abdomen.

    "Keuk!"

    Upon reaching Silver Rank, my body had become resilient enough not to be wounded even if a normal adult man punched with all their might.

    To pierce through such a body, it took an overwhelming force.

    The impact was enough to send me flying backward.

    As a result, I was propelled backward with a fist-sized black stake impaled in my abdomen, crashing into a wall.

    Even that wall couldn't withstand the force that knocked me back.

    The wall of the rundown officetel splintered and gave way upon collision.

    Two, one after another.

    I was flung through two walls before ending up pressed against the edge of the double barrier.

    Finally, as the barrier itself shattered and I was hurled outside.

    "K!"

    I heard Lily Evans' voice because we had planned that if I set up a barrier, she would remain nearby.

    Yet I couldn't respond at the moment.

    During those split moments of falling onto the floor, my interface screen began to break before my eyes.

    「 #@&|** has been infected. The infected component begins reproducing.」

    「Purify the pathoge promptly.」

    「Warning」

    Failure to purify #@&|** will initiate a forced termination.

    Time limit 00:15:00

    Amid a regular message overlay, unusually bold lettering appeared, and on the foreground, a system interface in a mix of red hues had emerged as well.

    Among these, certain words particularly caught my attention.

    'Infection, purify, forced termination.'

    It took exactly twelve seconds to gather my bearings of the situation.

    After glancing at the timer that had changed to 14:48, I instantly placed my hand on my abdomen.

    Gripping the inch-thick, foot-long black stake embedded in my belly, I applied force.

    "K, don't!"

    Deaf to Lily Evans' voice, hastening towards me as if to stop my actions.

    "Phew."

    With a deep breath, gritting my teeth with force—yank!

    "Hurk!"

    I pulled out the stake lodged in my abdomen.

    Even with a hardened body, it didn't mean my pain threshold was equally reinforced.

    The sheer pain overwhelmed my senses, painting my vision white.

    "Aaahhh!"

    Consciously, I lifted my voice to keep my composure, shouting as an effort to recalibrate my senses.

    'First, manage the bleeding.!'

    During those fleeting moments, consciousness still intact, the rhythmic pulsing from my heart matched the stream of blood pooling beneath me.

    With over fourteen minutes remaining on the purify timer, addressing the hemorrhage was the priority.

    "Huff, puff."

    With trembling hands, I retrieved a potion from my inventory.

    With no time for uncorking, I just snapped off the neck of the glass container with my fingers.

    After consuming three or four potions in rapid succession, the bleeding significantly subsided.

    When I glanced quickly to check the remaining time, my eyebrow twitched.

    'Eighteen minutes?'

    The timer had extended.

    Damned System.
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    I had glanced at the timer, which had started reducing by one second, and then I pulled out a new potion.

    When I sprayed it on the wound, as expected, the timer stopped decreasing and instead began to increase.

    "If I use a high-level potion, it seems to grant roughly an additional 4-5 minutes."

    Just in case, I tried a low-level potion and noticed that the timer's increase diminished to about one minute.

    Having identified the cause, I immediately attempted Purification.

    Currently, the level of the growth-type Purification Trait, which is exclusive to Alpha Rank, was 3.

    "There was only an additional message stating that the scope of Purification would expand when the level increased."

    Comparing it to Level 2 when the target of purification expanded to others, there was certainly a change in the explanation of the effect.

    However, even though it had been a while since the level increased, I still hadn't figured out what "range" meant.

    「A pathogen is detected.」

    「Purifying the pathogen.」

    「Purification rate 0.10%」

    「Purification rate 0.12%」

    「Purification rate 0.18%」

    .....

    It was only today that this question was resolved.

    I suddenly felt my mouth go dry.

    If the Purification Trait had still lingered at Level 2, it would've been impossible to purify the pathogen.

    "When it increased to Level 2, the additional effect was clear."

    Thus, purifying those pathogens must be a Level 3 effect.

    Once I came to this realization, it became hard to tear my gaze away from the word I saw.

    "Forcible termination..."

    I could stake my entire fortune that it was a sentence of death.

    "If I hadn't increased the Purification level to 3."

    I would have had to live constantly watching the timer, extending my life with potions day after day.

    "Phew."

    My diligent past managed to overcome this chilling crisis, but it was too soon to relax.

    "The Purification speed isn't as fast as I expected."

    It seemed because the target for purification was still multiplying.

    The purification process itself was not smooth either.

    Initially, it felt like something was gently rubbing inside my skin.

    As the numbers increased, it severely worsened, and once the purification rate exceeded 20%, it became distinctly painful.

    When the rate exceeded 40%, it became hard to suppress my groans.

    "Urgh..."

    It felt like someone was combing through every inch of my soul.

    There was no choice but to endure the pain.

    I curled up on the floor, grit my teeth, and continued purifying.

    Once the number exceeded 50%, all my efforts were focused solely on Purification.

    The purification, which started as merely painful and unbearable, ended after a grueling 16 minutes.

    As soon as the warning disappeared, I jerked my head up.

    I wanted to see what I had missed due to the sudden injuries, infection, and purification.

    Beyond the collapsed wall, where my spear had fallen, lay the half-severed body of Zhang Tianyu.

    "Sigh..."

    Only after taking that scene in could I finally let out a sigh of relief.

    "Thank goodness."

    A hand had suddenly appeared from nowhere in mid-air earlier and shot out a skewer before switching direction toward Zhang Tianyu.

    The motion was like...

    "It seemed like it was trying to grab hold."

    Now that it hadn't happened, and I was purely speculating, it was uncertain.

    It seemed less about harming and more about taking along.

    Was it kidnapping? Or a rescue? Depending on which was true, many things would change.

    "Beyond the cracked gap, it was definitely a monster."

    I had seen those typical grotesque red eyes of monsters.

    And the black skewer that had been embedded in my stomach until just a moment ago.

    After pulling it out of my stomach, it barely held its form before liquefying.

    "Kerak...."

    It was very similar to the thing lodged in Ahel's body when I first met him.

    Piecing together the various pieces of information I had, a rather unpleasant hypothesis emerged.

    If the purpose of that black hand wasn't kidnapping but rescue,

    "A traitor has emerged among the players."

    Once I reached that conclusion, a furious rage surged from deep within my heart, threatening to burn me wholly.

    * * *

    As soon as the double barrier set by K was broken, Lily, who had used a new barrier stone, watched K with bated breath.

    "Kerak...."

    A low, subdued voice resonated shortly after, and Lily shivered unknowingly.

    She glanced up to find K, with a menacingly fierce expression, fixated beyond the collapsed wall.

    Lily forced herself to look down, glancing momentarily at K's still unhealed piercing wound.

    Seeing his injuries, the voice of Martin Eastner, the CIA director, echoed incessantly in her mind.

    - If he sustains a significant injury during this battle...

    Terminate him.

    "Of course, only attempt it if there's absolutely no chance of failure."

    Martin grew increasingly wary of K as time went on.

    Despite several exchanges, K showed no inclinations of favor towards the United States.

    "He will never be on America's side."

    K insisted on neutrality, a formidable neutrality that couldn't be easily challenged.

    He even maintained a deliberate distance from his own nation's government, south Korea.

    "He's open to collaborative relationships out of necessity but intends not to become an ally who shares life and death."

    Interpreting that meant that if K no longer needed someone, or if things went contrary to his desires, he could become an adversary.

    Of course, it's impossible for a single individual to bring down a nation.

    Yet, sitting idly by, relying on conventional wisdom, wasn't an option.

    Within the game, K's influence was unparalleled.

    "No player engaging in this game doesn't know K."

    Many probably survived perilous moments or benefited greatly due to K.

    It means quite a few players unconsciously harbor goodwill towards K.

    "Currently, his estimated reputation is around 500,000."

    This was an estimate based on consistently posted community articles and the list of missions he had cleared.

    Lily, who holds the Player Association presidency, has a reputation of 80,000, while Ethan, the European branch head, holds about 90,000.

    Given that all three were Beta Testers, it was indeed a staggering disparity.

    There wasn't a single player among those engaging in the game who could be a match for K.

    "A truly unique existence."

    It wasn't surprising that Martin began feeling threatened by K's influence.

    Just moments ago, the perfect opportunity arose to eliminate K.

    However, Lily Evans couldn't bring herself to raise a blade against him.

    Instead, all she did was glance occasionally at the watch on her wrist.

    "Already 21 minutes..."

    It had been well over 20 minutes since K pulled out the skewer embedded in his abdomen.

    He had used six potions, with about half of them used initially to stop the bleeding, so they wouldn't have significantly impacted the timer.

    So, it should be reaching its threshold, yet K remained unfazed.

    Confirming that fact, Lily clenched her hands tightly and glanced once more at K's profile.

    "Indeed... can an Alpha purify the pathogens?"

    Eventually, her gaze fell on the black liquid strewn across the floor.

    The weapon used by monsters called Kerak.

    Lily only learned about it five days ago.

    To scout the next main scenario's stage, the Order organized a reconnaissance team, and the association also sent players along.

    While the investigation team operated on demi-human territories, the reconnaissance team headed for the Corrupted Area to commence their research.

    Encountering a general-rank creature with 8 stars was unplanned.

    But a report came in stating it was hunted with ease through collaboration with the Order's knights.

    However, an unexpected issue arose when the player who participated in the reconnaissance returned alive.

    "Players injured by Kerak used by the general-rank creature with 8 stars were infected."

    The Biharin, regardless of the size of the wound, could be treated effectively with potions.

    Even minor scratches or severe piercings, approximately four or five low-level potions sufficed to halt bleeding and allow for natural recovery.

    But it was completely different for players.

    With potions, the timer merely extended momentarily; self-healing was impossible.

    "Someone with just a minor scratch reported seeing a warning message."

    Once injured by a black weapon, players received a notification of infection and a forced termination timer.

    "Even after using dozens or hundreds of potions on them."

    It was a futile effort. The timer wouldn't extend beyond an hour.

    As soon as that time was up, they would fall limp, like a puppet losing its strings, and die.

    Those who participated in the reconnaissance were notably agitated while reporting the situation.

    - After one person died 'experimenting', everything went chaotic. Everyone was terrified...

    Seeing a player die as the timer ran out scared the others into panic.

    'Problems without solutions inevitably lead to panic.'

    Due to that, Lily imposed a gag order regarding the influence the general-rank creature with 8 stars and the black weapon, Kerak, had on players.

    The infected individuals are still extending their lives daily using potions.

    'We don't even know how long they can sustain that, so everyone's noticeably anxious.'

    Despite seemingly finding a solution to that issue today,

    'Is this really fortunate?'

    Lily pursed her lips, caught in a whirlwind of emotions.

    At that moment, K, who applied a potion to his wound, stood up.

    Then he leisurely walked over to where the black blood pooled.

    'Pathogen...'

    After a faint murmur, he turned to Lily and spoke.

    "Seems you've sorted your stance, seeing as you didn't kill me. The reason is likely because of this. Do you know what it is?"

    "Yes, the Biharin refer to it as Kerak. Perhaps it could be called a biochemical weapon used by the general-rank creature with 8 stars."

    Lily's words drew a chuckle from K.

    "A biochemical weapon? Well, given it solidifies blood, it's not incorrect. You know it's only usable from the 8-star level?"

    The line between a 7-star and an 8-star general-rank creature was precisely the ability to use Kerak.

    A nod sufficed for K to look away and speak.

    "In that case, there's no need for further explanation."

    "Yes."

    She responded nonchalantly, yet her mouth felt dry.

    Imagining how K could utilize Purification to exclude the United States left her feeling disoriented.

    Lily cautiously observed K, as though even breathing had to be done discreetly.

    'Judging by his words, he seems to have some grasp on the CIA's internal situation.'

    The worst-case scenario.

    'Who would've told him?'

    Someone who could potentially know the inner workings of an organization like the CIA...

    'There's an overwhelming number.'

    With the third awakening now completed, more than two thousand American players whose identities were confirmed by the government exist.

    Among them, nearly half are diligently hunting, affiliated with the government.

    Most are under the management of a player management department newly established under the CIA.

    It's not easy to single out who among those numerous players might have spoken with K.

    'Though narrowing down those likely to cross paths with K is possible...'

    The moment K catches wind of that, the outcome won't be favorable.

    A sigh amassed repeatedly inside Lily's heart.

    "The players subjected to forced termination, what exactly was their infection path?"

    K inquired.

    The information she had was something K would eventually figure out on his own over time.

    Rather than stubbornly concealing it, it was better to disclose and save K's time.

    'Having caused trouble, I should strive to make amends.'

    Once she organized her stance, Lily divulged everything she knew to K.

    Upon hearing her narration, K frowned and exhaled deeply.

    "Complete infection regardless of the wound size... That balance is utterly chaotic."

    Shortly after, he rubbed his face continuously.

    "This is mind-boggling..."

    Blood-soaked his hand, staining his face, but it appeared he didn't care.

    Instead, he kept muttering, reciting something under his breath.

    "... This can't be... perhaps..."

    Despite straining her ears, they were too inaudible.

    Due to the mumbled nature, the pronunciation was incoherent.

    Eventually, giving up on eavesdropping, Lily contemplated as she watched K.

    'If the facts about the pathogen and Purification get revealed, K's influence will expand uncontrollably.'

    The precise number of players who reached Alpha Rank hadn't been confirmed yet.

    'Initially, it was assumed only a portion of the top-ranked players advanced to Alpha.'

    Thus, it was estimated that there would be approximately hundreds of Alphas.

    However, over time, whispers arose that it might not be the case.

    'Many thought to be Alphas were actually Betas.'

    In the first promotion test, the 7th and 10th places; in the second, the 5th, 9th, and 16th places; and in the third, the 3rd and 4th places.

    Those top ranks who survived and passed the novice area showcased rapid growth.

    Since self-purification was possible, mana accumulated swiftly.

    As their achievements became distinct, attention followed, and it was soon confirmed they were Betas.

    Lily recalled vividly the day when they verified the rank of the 3rd spot player from the third test round.

    "In the third test, 500,000 players participated."

    Given the increased number of participants, it was presumed the top rewards recipients also rose.

    Yet, the rank of Coconut, who ranked third in that promotion test, was Beta.

    When she learned that a worst-case scenario emerged.
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    Chapter 191. The Traitor (5)

    Is it possible that the Alpha rank is a special privilege only given to the top players in the promotion test?

    If that hypothesis was true, it would mean there were only four Alpha rank players in the current game.

    'And one of them died.'

    The third selection player, Nineta from Italy, met her end while conducting a level 2 mission in the beginner section, which was isolated from the outside by a system barrier. She was devoured by a parasitic monster.

    This was a fact known through Coconut, who had played alongside her from the selection test to the beginner section.

    At that time, Coconut mentioned that Nineta had spoken about a "growth-type purification" trait to him.

    - I told her I wasn't growth-type, and she just clammed up.

    - Frankly, if I was in her position, I would have done the same.

    - Winning first place in that chaos suggests they're individuals who stand out no matter the circumstances...

    - They wouldn't be idiotic enough to brag about being special, would they?

    Revealing information that could turn oneself into a target in unknown situations was a foolish act.

    'In reality, the first-place winners of the first and second rounds of the promotion test have never appeared in the community.'

    Of course, I had gathered their codenames through others who had taken the test in the same round.

    Using those codenames, I was in the process of investigating them from various angles.

    But no notable activities have been reported.

    Perhaps they, like Nineta, had perished.

    "Phew."

    Contemplating the worst-case scenario, Lily sighed and then rubbed her temples.

    I could almost be certain that first place in the promotion test would ascend to the Alpha rank.

    In this situation, Lily knew another round's first-place player.

    'The player who claimed first place in the Beta Test round's promotion test.'

    A person undoubtedly of Alpha rank, and perhaps one of the very few.

    'K.'

    If Alpha rank was indeed a privilege granted only to the top player of the promotion test,

    'Facing the beginning of serious clashes with general-rank people, opposing K would be suicidal.'

    Instead, I should resort to any measure to protect him.

    Currently, he seemed to be the only solution against the mysterious pathogen.

    When Lily swallowed nervously, K, who seemed to finish his thoughts alone, spoke again.

    "I doubt it'll be much help, but you should pass it onto the higher-ups."

    "What?"

    "If they set their sights on me once more, even the cooperation today won't be on the table."

    His voice was so casual as if discussing the weather, yet the content was chilling to the point of causing cold sweat to form on my back.

    'Falling out with him is not an option.'

    He was someone who didn't forget grievances.

    If he couldn't settle them immediately, he'd patiently hold onto them until he could.

    Diligence, perseverance, tenacity.

    Once these traits that described K were turned against me, he would become the biggest headache.

    Without having found another Alpha, I had to accept K's warning and lower myself.

    'Thinking about the future, I must not oppose the Alpha.'

    So far, the Demi-human alliance could only make headway because the strong in the enemy ranks remained still.

    'If the generals and commanders move again—'

    No, as soon as the 8-star general-rank who could use Kerak took action, we would start to be pushed back.

    'Bihar wouldn't be able to withstand for long.'

    Eventually, the flames of war would shift to Earth.

    If K's relationship, which might solve the issues brought by the 8-star generals, were to fall apart?

    It would block the lifeline for thousands of American players.

    If Martin didn't heed K's warning...

    "Even if I must swap out the higher-ups, I ensure this doesn't happen again."

    Lily expressed her strong determination in a trembling voice.

    * * *

    Words I never imagined coming from Lily Evans.

    A type who valued principle and had considerable patriotism.

    That was also Ethan's assessment from once having hunted alongside her.

    What I saw wasn't much different.

    'She generally adhered to principles and fairness.'

    She certainly had a tendency to prioritize America's interests.

    That's why it was even more surprising.

    She'd control her upper echelons so as not to threaten me to boot.

    Not to shun them just for having an American nationality.

    Lily Evans's words really meant that.

    'There's no assurance that the purification on pathogens affects others.'

    It was a quite earnest attitude, wasn't it?

    'I initially planned to warn them on the return journey.'

    For weeks, I'd been surveilling the CIA's internal affairs through a player known to the Sniper.

    In a situation where I'd rejected friendly relations with America several times, expected words and deeds were apparent.

    So after Zhang Tianyu's hunt ended, I planned to give a light warning at the aircraft or vehicle they planned to leave in.

    But due to the pathogen, it seemed unnecessary.

    "I didn't expect to hear such words from you."

    When I shared my honest thoughts, Lily Evans responded with a bitter smile.

    "A year is a long time."

    Her words made me reflect on my journey anew.

    'It's been a year since the game started....'

    Just as I was about to delve into reminiscence.

    "Moreover, I, too, am a player."

    Lily Evans added a word, making me realize anew just how valuable the hand I held was.

    'The traits given to Beta-ranked players aren't growth-type.'

    They only purify corrupted mana; they can't purify pathogens.

    Only an Alpha-ranked player can accomplish this.

    'If this fact becomes known, everyone would scramble to find the Alpha.'

    With rough hands, I ruffled my hair and walked forward.

    Upon arriving at Zhang Tianyu's corpse, I retrieved Kerak's spear lying beside it.

    And bent down to look at Zhang Tianyu, who had died due to a momentary lapse.

    'Structure, Kerak, barrier, betrayal, hidden mission....'

    Clues that couldn't be unified roamed the subconscious, scattered here and there.

    I pulled them up to a conscious level, repeatedly combining and unraveling them.

    Hypotheses, speculations, and imagination.

    I pulled every string to build and then dismantle a fortress repeatedly.

    How many times did I repeat the process of building and dismantling everything I could do into a coherent theory?

    'Monsters might be able to intervene in the game, too.'

    Assuming the black hand's purpose wasn't abduction but rescue, and confirming Zhang Tianyu as a traitor.

    'That could also explain why he wasn't listed in the bounty mission.'

    Checking my capitalist trait, which had shifted to inactive mode, some time passed.

    'Maybe the claim that bounty targets were informed of the hunters' location is related to this hypothesis?'

    The possibility wasn't nil.

    While the system developing the game didn't intend it, perhaps monsters capable of intervening in the game had twisted it that way.

    Recalling the strange, fragmented tutorial notice, my suspicion deepened.

    ≪Important Notice≫

    This system has been developed to prepare for §&^ː$'s infiltration and to combat □% §¿ː's ^$*(!$ from %!▼ # and ◎¡!# to ◎ː&△'s aims.

    The player stops §¿§'s infiltration and strives to complete the objectives laid out in #&¡!^'^\ by leveling θƙש^^^{-'є}.

    Once again reflecting on the problematic notice etched in both memory and record, my gaze narrowed.

    'If really, the system cannot fully control this game situation...'

    From there, again, dozens of thoughts sprouted and branched far and wide.

    "Phew."

    My head hurt too much.

    Push non-urgent speculations aside, clean up necessities first, step by step.

    'If there are traitors, hasten.'

    There couldn't be just Zhang Tianyu in collusion with them.

    'Without even one, I could regard it as an unreachable situation.'

    Having at least one, that premise must be discarded.

    In the worst-case scenario, assuming Earth's information leaked to the monster side was correct.

    'Probably not all military information from various countries was leaked.'

    Considering Zhang Tianyu or possible hidden traitors couldn't access such classified information.

    But at the very least, the monster side must be seen as starting to "learn" about this world.

    Listing the worst possible outcomes one by one eventually arrived at a straightforward conclusion.

    'Need to hasten war preparations.'

    Enhance the association's influence to firmly manage the players.

    Also, I couldn't neglect my personal combat power.

    'I must become a platinum star as soon as possible.'

    No, I must rise even higher.

    Arriving at a clear conclusion, much changed.

    Previously avoiding close ties with Lily Evans, my mind shifted.

    Remaining as is wouldn't work.

    Having realized the need for change, prompt action was necessary.

    Even if it meant enduring a certain level of bleeding, there mustn't be hesitation.

    Having sorted my mind, I turned to Lily Evans and spoke.

    "Care to make a deal with me?"

    "...... Please, go ahead."

    "Could you herd the corrupted areas of 4-stars or higher? Preferably towards the south and central regions, minimizing relocation."

    "...... You're asking the association to monopolize the corrupted areas and control others' access, aren't you?"

    "Yes."

    It's impossible for me alone.

    But harnessing the association's manpower could make it possible.

    'Once the fact of monopoly leaks outside, there'd be backlash from other players, but....'

    As long as there's a purpose, I don't care if I get bad-mouthed.

    Maintaining a firm stance, I scrutinized Lily.

    Shortly after, she sighed shallowly and nodded.

    "Understood. Once the sixth scenario starts and additional outposts open, I'll exert maximum effort."

    The moment the schedules post-return to Bihar got even more cramped.

    Fortunately or unfortunately, my party members set to endure the tight schedule weren't present here.

    "Instead, could you share clearer information about the Alpha and prioritize purifying infected American players?"

    It was the anticipated condition.

    In fact, it was the same condition I intended to offer in exchange for monopolizing corrupted areas.

    Though it had a slight problem.

    "Then does that mean the infection of others... cannot be purified?"

    Upon me sharing what I knew, Lily Evans pinpointed the problem.

    "There's a way to verify."

    Pointing at the spot where Kerak melted, I said.

    It entailed directly confirming purification on an infected person.

    Understanding the meaning, Lily Evans gulped and said.

    "Currently, there are infected players affiliated with the association."

    "Let's visit the association as soon as I return to Bihar."

    "Thank you."

    "Don't get your hopes up too much."

    "Pardon?"

    "Based on experience, it seems additional features get activated every time the trait levels up."

    To purify other people's pathogens would probably need reaching level 4.

    "What are your current level and proficiency?"

    There was nothing to hide, so I checked my status window and replied straight away.

    "Level 3, 22.98 percent."

    Around 3 percent of it had risen earlier due to the abrupt level up after purifying the pathogen.

    'I even used more purification power compared to reaching level 2, yet proficiency barely increased.'

    Despite purifying all the corrupted mana of myself, Kim Yul, and Yang Taeho, the progress felt glacially slow.

    Perhaps the main purification target differed for each level.

    'Do I have to actively seek out the 8-star generals or something?'

    I thought to the extent of contemplating getting infected intentionally and purifying with a speed run to level 4.

    I snapped the chain of thought at its root.

    Better to shift focus on wrapping up commenced matters surely rather than overthink premature issues.

    "By the way, how went the rescue operation?"

    "Mostly successful."

    Some shelters faced fierce resistance, akin to incidents of near-self-destruction,

    Yet, more than 80% civilian extraction succeeded.

    Hearing the expected answer left a heavy heart.

    'Can this even be called fortunate?'

    The United States spearheaded this rescue.

    Of course, with participation from Ethan and other chiefs from various countries.

    The involved parties would divvy up the influence they'd reap over future China affairs.

    This was an established fact, so since a better solution wasn't clear, I kept a step back.

    'I monopolized Zhang Tianyu's mana, too; there's no loss for me.'

    Yet, ignoring the sense of wrongness didn't mean I didn't feel it.

    On the surface, the Association would aid reunification of Chinese players and their families, who were treated as slaves.

    In the background, however, they'd control the player faction using restraints and various magic tools.

    'Would be ideal to exclude civilians, truly.'

    No nation that invested time and resources into this issue would ever allow it.

    They'd surely clutch onto it with excuses aplenty.

    "Phew."

    There were no strong feelings about this case.

    Leaving a suppressive government like China's unchecked would create difficulties in future war efforts.

    Thus, it was more about preemptive tidying up.

    Thinking this through repeatedly didn't stop the unsettling stirrings within.

    The essence of what the Association was doing wasn't fundamentally different from China's actions.

    'At least there are too many eyes now—'

    They couldn't just run rampantly, unlike China.

    Rationalizing seemed to quell unwanted emotions momentarily, but an ironic smile crept up.

    Given my predictably fierce outrage should anyone threaten my family, this irony felt even sharper.

    If bestowed with special power, would things have been different?

    In the game, I'm deemed an irregular, possessing substantial influence constantly monitored by most nations.

    Yet, real-world shackles remain unbroken.

    To relinquish these persistent millions of shackles—

    Where must I ascend?

    At the moment when my feet firmly planted on the ground felt like sinking into a quagmire,

    "Would you like to hear other reports?"

    Lily Evans pulled me from the disconnect.

    'Offering information unprompted?'

    Judging by the attitude, it seems she resolved to change course.

    'Well,'

    Faced with indeterminate Alphas, betting on the most certain horse to brace against the pathogen problem seemed logical.

    The underlying objective held, was ensuring safety for American players.

    Thus ensuring American territories retained security.

    'Her first concern for America hasn't changed.'

    The only change was in assessing me as crucial to America's safety, causing her to tread carefully.

    Although Lily Evans's strategic pivot was unexpected,

    There wasn't a thought of refusal.

    With her coming under my control, where was the room for rejection?

    'Why refuse what's practically spoon-fed?'

    Running a sweep over her face, I asked.

    "How about the underground?"
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    During the preliminary investigation, there was a mana response deeper than the underground parking lot.

    So, as players entered this area simultaneously, there was also an incursion below.

    "The children were creating Cratoll."

    It was a story that left me speechless, even though it was somewhat expected.

    I swallowed a sigh and asked coolly.

    "May I inquire about the Cratoll collection status?"

    This operation was proceeding with the full backing of the American national budget. Though it might be impolite for me to pry, I provided a chance for refusal.

    "We are burning everything we come across, but it seems endless. The distribution network may expand further. Drugs are like that. Once they bloom, they are flowers that can't be uprooted."

    I couldn't even sigh anymore.

    The Cratoll problem mirrored the never-ending issue of bounty hunting.

    Even though some of the divinity used to break through the gates was deployed to hire bounty hunters, everyone was too busy.

    I pressed my temples to push aside the headache that began anew.

    "Speaking of which, you mentioned something about Scenario 6 a moment ago."

    "The reconstruction of Somar Castle is nearing completion. Now, the relocation of the base will seriously begin."

    Lily Evans steadily shared the meeting contents between the association and the Order.

    "With the new front-line defense established, the purification of nearby corrupted areas must come first......."

    "So they plan to deploy us there."

    The corrupted areas between the new front-line defenses had been neglected for years. It would not be surprising if Messeo was present in all those lands.

    "Gathering Essences" would feel like a bothersome chore, calling it a favor for a service company, in essence.

    Though it wasn't a pleasant treatment, if I considered the benefits.......

    "It's not bad for us either. It's an opportunity to promote the Silver ranks to Gold."

    Indeed, it was nothing detrimental.

    The process of promoting the numerous Silver ranks to Gold was essential. Meeting general-rank opponents as Silver ranks severely reduced survival chances.

    'General-rank opponents are for the Gold ranks.'

    Facing them as Silver ranks exponentially increased casualties.

    'We need more Gold ranks before encountering more generals.'

    A Gold rank could stand shoulder to shoulder with high-ranking knights in Bihar.

    'Their weapon proficiency is lacking, but physically, they're no pushover.'

    Gradually, the Earth's forces were being nurtured according to the system's design.

    That day, I learned the external information I had missed due to the investigation from Lily Evans.

    A few minutes later, having achieved my purpose in coming to China, it was time to return.

    Unlike me, Lily Evans stayed behind to handle matters.

    To exit a barrier, one must make physical contact with the Implementer or the focal individual.

    Lily Evans escorted me to the barrier's exterior.

    The dual barrier I created had broken, and the barrier isolating the apartment was Lily Evans'.

    "Before I go, let me ask one final question."

    Before leaving, I looked directly into Lily Evans' eyes and spoke.

    "What if the condition I requested, to prioritize the corrupted areas, conflicts with American national interests?"

    Lily Evans smiled wryly and replied.

    "That's an uncharacteristically foolish question."

    "......."

    "For my nation to endure, the Earth must first exist."

    Hearing Lily's response, prioritizing correctly, made my steps lighter as I left.

    * * *

    Shortly after Lily left to escort Hyunwoo out of the barrier.

    Small grains of stone fell suddenly from a cracked wall.

    Almost simultaneously, pong, pong, pong, ripples appeared on the barrier's surface once more.

    As soon as the hole was made with a bang, it wasn't far from the corpse of Gong Tianyu that the space slowly, very slowly, split.

    This time, it was noticeably smaller.

    Beyond it, red eyes moved restlessly.

    It seemed like they were spying on something or searching for something.

    "Hicking... glyph... not here? there shouldn't be one."

    The childish voice from beyond the hole sounded somewhat excited.

    Rolling its eyes for a while, the monster suddenly thrust its hand through the narrow gap.

    Once, twice, and several more times.

    The monster's hand groped its way forward accurately over the ruinous marble floor.

    Eventually, the hand stopped over Gong Tianyu's corpse.

    The hand moved up from the waist, along the torso, and grasped the hair precisely.

    Swish, swish.

    Immediately, the body started to be dragged towards the hole.

    In its wake, red marks remained on the marble.

    The hand dragging the corpse vanished beyond the cracked space.

    Soon after, as the head of the corpse was about to follow through, it got stuck at the forehead.

    The gap in the cracking space was too small.

    "Hick? What to do?"

    If it makes it any bigger, they'll get caught, murmured the same youthful voice.

    After a moment, as if someone grabbed tightly from inside, gong Tianyu's body jerked.

    And then, pong.

    With a sound reminiscent of popping a cork, gong Tianyu's head disappeared into the hole.

    Immediately after, with a tearing sound, the skin ripped and the body lay limp.

    As the cracked space closed up, all that remained was the body without a head.

    * * *

    After sharing information with Lily earlier, I changed clothes and wiped off the blood clinging to me.

    Thanks to this, there was no problem walking through the street after leaving the apartment.

    I traveled openly, without using Invisibility.

    While strolling through the late-night city, emptied of people, my mind was tangled with thoughts.

    Among the swirling thoughts was the persistent issue of Cratoll.

    'In the heart of a metropolis, they blatantly used monsters to manufacture drugs.'

    Using children around the age of ten to do it.

    A distressingly uneasy matter, akin to indigestion.

    Problems related to Cratoll hadn't happened only in Beijing.

    Throughout the past month, incidents erupted several times in Mexico and South America.

    Multiple times the drugs spread throughout the markets.

    'Even if the Sniper and Eisa focused solely on bounty hunting, we couldn't completely prevent it.'

    - Sniper: It looks like we missed some shipments. The news in Mexico is broadcasting footage of users.

    - Sniper: It looks like a new cartel has emerged in Colombia.

    - Sniper: How did these bastards grow so big?

    The messages from the Sniper continued to pile up, each bringing more conjectures.

    'There was talk of it being a plague and even end-of-the-world predictions.'

    Beyond Cratoll, many incidents caused by players occurred.

    Some remained online even now, posted on various video platforms.

    Tales of aliens, supernatural phenomena, with strange titles.

    Fortunately, most moments of attention quickly faded below the surface.

    The countries where these events occurred covered them up with political or entertainment issues.

    World leaders did not want this game to be disclosed.

    Sauntering down an empty alley, I continued my contemplation.

    'Of course, they couldn't announce that Earth was under attack by some unknown external force.'

    Saying it would instantly result in chaos worldwide.

    'No country could handle the social disorder and problems that would erupt if the truth were revealed.'

    The emergence of all sorts of cults would be trivial. If end-of-the-world theories took root, riots, protests, and looting would ensue.

    'Crime rates would skyrocket.'

    Crowds don't move according to rational, logical thought.

    If one person panics and bolts out of the herd, others, fearful of being left to die, would follow suit.

    Anxiety about tomorrow numbs patience, and the illusion that today could be the last fuels impulsiveness.

    Thus, predicting this reaction, political circles worldwide collectively exercised control over information concerning this game.

    'In this case, truly a masterful coordination.'

    I let out a profound sigh, heavy with frustration.

    "Hoo."

    As if waiting for that moment, a stranger's voice echoed.

    "Hey, K."

    I wasn't particularly startled.

    'He seems to have tried to hide his presence.......'

    That wasn't a meaningful effort unless Invisibility magic was used.

    Thanks to that, I had already detected the presence before he spoke.

    Sure enough, as I turned around, I saw a man approaching me.

    He appeared to be in his early or mid-thirties.

    'A relief he showed up.'

    It was gratifying that he approached without using Stealth or Invisibility, just strolling instead.

    "Have you concluded your business?"

    His friendly countenance aligned perfectly with his words, indicating he was Korean.

    As expected, confirming it once more made the corners of my mouth twist unconsciously.

    'Initially, I intended to avoid any encounter.'

    But my mind changed on the ship over to China.

    Kim Yul's words continued to bother me.

    'He said the atmosphere in the newly established unit didn't seem good.'

    That thought nagged me persistently, prompting me not to let it slide and deliberately create an opportunity to approach.

    And this person moved precisely according to my intentions, almost exasperatingly so.

    Given this, I felt no anxiety toward the enigmatic figure targeting me.

    Facing a player of his level, feeling intimidated would cheapen the time and effort I invested.

    I wasn't anxious, if anything, I was irritated.

    'I'm busy as it is.'

    If you were going to strike, you should have moved faster.

    It had been 10 minutes since I entered the alley.

    'Uselessly slow.'

    I cast an annoyed look at the lethargic intruder.

    Regardless, the leisurely whether one began uttering what he came to say.

    "Aren't you going to answer? No matter, I suppose. If things weren't resolved, you wouldn't be here, right?"

    As I maintained my silence, the man, drawing closer, extended his hand.

    "Shall I introduce myself first? I'm Kim Muwon, recently appointed to National Defense......."

    "Just cut to the chase and attack."

    Without waiting for him to finish, I interrupted.

    "What......?"

    Kim Muwon's puzzled response drew a sharp retort from my furrowing brow.

    "Are you deaf? Skip the introductions and get to the main point."

    Conveying clearly that I had no time to spare for someone like him, an ugly grin spread across Kim Muwon's face.

    "Huh, heard you were a mouthy brat."

    The audacity was astounding.

    'Where does he, who speaks informally to a stranger, talk about manners?'

    Undoubtedly, he came ready to risk killing me.

    And yet he brings up decency?

    I couldn't claim it proudly, but I held a peculiar talent in the art of provocation.

    Rather than tolerating it quietly, I chose to strike back with glee.

    "We both lack manners equally. Why are you jabbering instead of attacking? Are you scared? If you don't come, I'll just go over."

    Gnashing his teeth, Kim Muwon lightly waved his hand in the air.

    A dagger emerged in sync with that motion.

    It would have been better if he had stopped at that.

    But he reversed his grip on the dagger, striking a pose in the air.

    "Arrogant fool, begging for mercy later will be useless."

    Witnessing him raise the dagger above his head with his empty hand extended forward, left me speechless for a moment.

    Not from tension, but from sheer shock.

    '......both sides of your ribs are exposed.'

    A thousand bouts of dueling experience whispered to me that driving a dagger into that fool's ribcage and splitting it would end this in five seconds.

    How could one adopt such a sloppy, strange stance?

    'Is this a trap to induce overconfidence?'

    Judging from the reverse grip, it seemed strange to think of it that way.

    If I struck his wrist, the dagger seemed liable to tumble away instantly.

    A brief blink of confusion was followed by a realization that dispelled surprise.

    'Of course.'

    The one who sent Kim Muwon was undoubtedly Brigadier General Kim Jonghwa or someone from that faction.

    How remarkable could someone filling the errand boy role for officers lacking reality grasp be?

    I sighed deeply, taking a stable stance.

    No need to draw a weapon.

    Being in a narrow alley, even wielding a spear was cumbersome.

    To fight an opponent unworthy of the Brata Dagger Technique, not to mention the practical dagger techniques learned in the early days of this game.

    "I'll show you the bitterness of life!"

    The fool widened his eyes, rushing at me as soon as I raised my guard.

    Around two minutes later.

    "Pea...... please... please spare......."

    Kim Muwon, his front teeth knocked out and his left cheek twice its usual size, was reduced to head-butting the cement floor in an involuntary half-bow.

    Though a Gold rank, he had no solid basics, allowing me to exploit his openings and pummel him easily.

    'Naive, naive.'

    Using Kim Muwon like a punching bag offered some stress relief.

    Unintentional as it was, my mind felt clearly sharper now.

    As the posture of Kim Muwon slackened, he appeared unable to bear his body weight from a ruptured abdominal muscle.

    But it was none of my concern.

    "Straighten your waist."

    "Y-yes, sir!"

    Chilled by my admonition, Kim Muwon restored his posture with difficulty.

    While Kim Muwon struggled to maintain the half-bow stance, I leisurely gathered my thoughts.

    'If I kill him, they'd send someone else next.'

    It seemed Brigadier General Kim Jonghwa or his faction didn't properly grasp my initial warning.

    This outcome wasn't unexpected.

    Without experiences leading to enlightenment, some people from that stratum simply do not perceive properly.

    'No other way.'

    To prevent more troublesome interference preemptively, I had no choice but to act personally.

    "Up."

    "Y-yes, sir!"

    Showing a strict salute, Kim Muwon sniffled.

    Not only snot but blood, spit, and tears mingled messily on his face.

    I heaved a sigh seeing his tumult state.

    This caused Kim Muwon's shoulders to droop further in resignation.

    'He's absorbed a lot of unnecessary pretense and arrogance.'

    Nevertheless, he reached the fourth level in Water-based advanced attributes, remarkably Sulfuric Acid.

    Earlier, I had checked it thoroughly upon commanding him to open the status window.

    Revamping his mindset would allow him to be reused.

    'I'm not considering sending Yul back.......'

    Using this opportunity, establishing a pawn in the government to move according to my inclinations isn't a bad idea.

    "Here's how you survive."

    "Yes, yes, sir!"

    "Strip."

    "...... Pardon?"

    I pulled out a phone I took from Choi Seongwu, ignoring Kim Muwon's bewildered voice.
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    I waited at my residence for a whole day, in case of any unforeseen events, hoping for contact.

    "Sigh."

    As I released a long sigh, the ice in my glass clinked and started to melt.

    Brigadier General Kim Jonghwa rubbed his eyes as he poured more whiskey into his empty glass. He checked his phone after, but there were no new messages.

    'This is strange.'

    Though no official reports had been released, photos of a high-rise penthouse half-destroyed overnight had circulated on Chinese social media.

    He didn't have a clear understanding of who resided there or what exactly had occurred, but it seemed certain the Americans had made their move.

    'The ultimate target of the association, which has hitherto remained unknown, might have been eliminated.'

    But why hadn't the person dispatched to Beijing reported back?

    'I feel like I've become a dog chasing a chicken.'

    Sitting and drinking made his insides churn.

    'I can't even determine who the association's target is.'

    Three people among Korean players were influential enough to access important information about the association.

    Yang Hyewon, the head of the Korean branch affiliated with the association, and Kim Yul, who had no direct ties to the association but seemed to be getting close to some important figures recently.

    Lastly, there was K, who had gathered key figures from the association at the early stage of the game and played a significant role in the association's establishment.

    Thanks to him, K still wielded considerable influence over the people of the association.

    Yet among the three, not a single one worked for the Korean government.

    More precisely, there wasn't anyone who could provide information to the Ministry of National Defense.

    'That proud girl, Yang, has aligned with the National Intelligence Service instead.'

    Despite being a military academy graduate, she chose another government agency over the military.

    As a result, figures like Brigadier General Kim Jonghwa and others in the Ministry of National Defense couldn't verify who the association was targeting.

    It was only speculated to be a young player from the Communist Youth League.

    This made Kim Jonghwa's resentment towards K grow even more.

    It was well-known that K was part of the investigative team.

    'Damn it.'

    He felt like K was withholding crucial information he should be providing to his homeland.

    Could he just dismiss it and exclude them like this?

    There wasn't a single thing he found pleasing about the man.

    Grinding his teeth, Kim Jonghwa downed his whiskey in one go.

    With a rough gesture, he slammed the glass down, his anger rising.

    This time, his fury wasn't directed at K, but at Kim Muwon.

    'When did I send him to capture, and I still have no contact?'

    Could he have failed? I should have known when he made such bold claims.

    "What a useless man. I should have sent a more capable one... perhaps..."

    "It wouldn't have made any difference."

    At the voice coming from the side, Kim Jonghwa immediately grabbed the glass beside him and hurled it through the air.

    Yet the glass stopped abruptly mid-air.

    If it weren't for the unmelting ice inside spinning around, it would have been hard to believe the glass halted mid-flight.

    Kim Jonghwa, too, was caught by a strong grip before he could move.

    "You rascal! Intruder!"

    Hoping his shout would alert the players stationed at his residence, Kim Jonghwa called out.

    Soon the players would rush in to apprehend the intruder.

    As he widened his eyes in a hostile glare, a figure slowly materialized in the distorted space.

    "Whoever you sent wouldn't have stood a chance against me."

    It was K. Though not entirely familiar, the white man's face was recognizable.

    Could it have been Invisibility magic?

    I heard about traps being set up meticulously in advance.

    How did he bypass them?

    As Kim Jonghwa mulled over this, K greeted him with a relaxed demeanor.

    "Long time no see, Colonel."

    "......"

    "Oh, you've had a promotion? Then, Brigadier General?"

    "......"

    "It seems I surprised you by suddenly dropping by. I'm here because I thought I'd return the favor for the gift you sent."

    It was only after a thud that he realized K had brought along a large bag.

    K unzipped the kind of bag typically used for body transport and nudged it with his foot.

    "Step out."

    The things crawling out of the bag, squirming, were—in quite a surprising state—Kim Muwon, bound hand and foot and only wearing his underwear.

    He said a word without glancing at Brigadier General Kim Jonghwa and kneeled next to the bag.

    As Kim Jonghwa swallowed hard at the sight of Kim Muwon's wrecked face.

    "The rest, I left in China. It was too cumbersome to carry them all."

    He assured, as if casually, that they weren't dead, they can rest easy.

    "I've found that humans seem to fall into types over time."

    K then perched casually on the armrest of the sofa where Kim Jonghwa had been sitting.

    "One type is those who can't properly grasp reality, who think they're more impressive than they are."

    "......"

    "You know what sets such people apart?"

    Instead of answering, Brigadier General Kim Jonghwa glared viciously at K.

    "No matter how much you tell them, they don't get it until they experience it firsthand themselves."

    With a chuckle, K let out a light laugh and murmured at ease.

    "It seems you, too, are just like that. I came because I thought I'd try explaining it again after trying to push it my way once more."

    K began placing various broken stones where the glass had been earlier.

    Kim Jonghwa then remembered the players stationed at the residence hadn't appeared yet.

    "You recognize these, right? A barrier magic stone."

    Thump, thump, thump.

    As the heart rate increased, he couldn't move a single finger.

    He even trembled slightly. The fear of potential death gripped him.

    "It's hard to even tell if this has been used here or left from somewhere else. Just like not knowing if there's a barrier here right now, either."

    So why keep interfering in player matters?

    "If you can't even sense mana, don't put your face where you're looking for death, stay out."

    K gave a low warning.

    Feeling the fear of death, Kim Jonghwa clenched his eyes even harder, denying and turning away from his current state.

    "It doesn't matter how well you talk; in the end, you're just a parasite trying to gain personal profit even in a national crisis! If the situation projects war, naturally you ought to follow military control! Your talk of freedom and cooperation are doing nothing but blackmail because you don't want to sacrifice the small for the big!"

    After spewing out venomous words, his fear seemed to diminish slightly.

    "Haah, you still don't understand, do you...?"

    Appearing frustrated, K murmured and extended his hand.

    "It seems you won't understand, no matter how many times I explain it."

    He continued, saying he didn't want to waste more time on such a person.

    K murmured quietly as he gripped the back of Kim Jonghwa's neck.

    The general protested fiercely, shouting all the while.

    "Do you really think I'll die obediently?!"

    Even as he shouted defiantly, he reflexively glanced towards the doorway.

    Wasn't there security, players set around here to save him?

    It was as much as admitting he couldn't get out of this situation by his own strength.

    "Hah, who said I'd kill you?"

    At that, he heard something that made him doubt his ears.

    General Kim Jonghwa, who had been flailing, stopped cold and looked up.

    Then K nodded his chin forward, indicating ahead.

    "Over there."

    Turning his head, he saw someone he had momentarily forgotten.

    Kim Muwon, who had crawled out of the bag meant for corpses, bound and kneeling in his underwear.

    Realizing the fate awaiting him, Kim Jonghwa's cheeks twitched involuntarily.

    * * *

    "Before meeting you, I stopped by your study, which was quite fascinating."

    From the documents or account statements it seems you've done some budget embezzling.

    "Does your wife know someone named Lee Jumi?"

    There were explicit messages with a mistress left on the phone, along with numerous swapped photos and videos of a revealing nature.

    "Recently, a new text came from your son who seems keen to see you. Also, I apologize for peeking into your private messages."

    The contents suggested he might even have an illegitimate child.

    'He does create quite a mess.'

    Shaking my head in disbelief, I filmed all the documents and phone details in a video.

    Naturally, I didn't forget to film Brigadier General Kim Jonghwa kneeling beside Kim Muwon.

    'It seems he thought I would kill them.'

    I will not commit to killing civilians using the power of a player.

    That is a boundary I absolutely refuse to cross, a conflict that should not occur if players and ordinary people are to cooperate harmoniously.

    'The world of players and that of ordinary people should remain distinct.'

    From the start, taking Brigadier General Kim Jonghwa's life wasn't an option for me.

    Therefore, my chosen alternative was to suppress them by exploiting their weaknesses.

    'If they continue to interfere in player matters, I can't let them be.'

    After capturing enough footage on Kim Muwon's and my own phones, I rose from my seat.

    "Soon there will be talk of appointing a player as the head of a new military department. If you don't want this to reach the news, let's work well together."

    I spoke calmly while handing Kim Muwon's phone back to him.

    "Once things settle internally, start training with the players. Don't forget to report the situation regularly. If that guy causes trouble, use what you have to shut his mouth appropriately."

    If he doesn't want his groveling in underwear, asking for life, to be shared worldwide, he should do well.

    The other five players who hurried over to rescue me after receiving Kim Muwon's chat while I was still in Beijing were no different.

    "Yes, sir! I will remember!"

    Kim Muwon replied with crisp military discipline.

    After casting one last glance at Brigadier General Kim Jonghwa, who was trembling in shame and humiliation with his head down, I walked away without regret.

    'I already informed Namkyu, so squad leader Yang Jochul, will step in soon.'

    Then we can remove the civilians above the players assigned to the direct military unit under the Ministry of National Defense.

    'For now, that should suffice.'

    Among the players transferred to the Ministry of National Defense, some probably volunteered due to vague notions and the mere fact it was the military.

    'In the NIS, most except for Yang Hyewon's party are under probation.'

    Members most likely assumed they'd gain specific roles and affiliations by joining the military.

    Yet the military is certainly not a favorable choice at this point.

    The control in wartime should be upholding power to fully manage all situations, which is where those with command authority reside.

    'Unlike the player team led by Yang Hyewon, the direct military unit is commanded by regular humans.'

    Most soldiers have instinctively prepared for times of war.

    But the problem with such preparations assumes the war targets humans.

    Will those preparations help in a war against monsters wielding mana?

    'I don't think so.'

    Ordinary people can't even fathom the limit between players and monsters.

    That's why I come directly to make sure Kim Jonghwa stays out of it.

    'As the general said, control is certainly necessary.'

    The outcome of systematically organized responses versus the lack thereof is vastly different.

    The critical issue I point out about control is that it's being attempted by an 'ordinary human'.

    The war approaching minute by minute is not an issue to be tackled from a human perspective.

    Currently, human society can't tackle even one single problem spawned by players effectively.

    There are people robbing banks using Stealth or Invisibility-type magic.

    People putting on private vendettas, some organizing monsters or players privately for coups or civil wars.

    However, no significant control or management of these actions exists.

    They're merely shelved by information suppression.

    They can't even begin to control or manage their actions.

    With ordinary folks, there's no power to restrain players.

    'Once people realize the issue they face isn't their field of expertise, they should back off.'
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    Instead of withdrawing, they obsessed over keeping players under their control.

    What was the essence of this behavior?

    Could it not be a desperate attempt to prevent losing influence to a newly emerging force?

    Was it not the desire within them, cloaked as a noble cause?

    'And yet, they speak as if I'm some kind of traitor who sold out the nation.'

    Self-justification was quite an art form for all of them.

    'Well, it's not like I plan to have a conversation about each and every one of those points now.'

    I didn't think I was in a position to do so anyway.

    So, I decided to take the easy route by exploiting a shameful weakness and suppressing it.

    After leaving the barrier, I passed by the unconscious Silver-rank soldiers, rendered insensible, at Brigadier-General Kim Jonghwa's residence.

    'It's time to go back.'

    Before returning to Bihar, I went to a large supermarket to stock up on snacks.

    Next, I headed to the subway station I had prearranged with Choi Seongwu, where I had an item to collect.

    It was an academic book and workbook suited for Kim Yul's knowledge level, something I had instructed to purchase while in China.

    "Choi Seongwu completed the errand diligently."

    Having gathered everything, I moved to a less populated area and swept the books with attribute mana.

    This was to destroy any electronic devices that might be concealed within. Though it slightly singed the edges of the books, it was no significant issue.

    After finishing all my preliminary work, I hesitated.

    Honestly, I wanted to see the twins.

    However, after some contemplation, I headed towards the hospital.

    "I feel like I won't be able to leave once I've seen them."

    Rather than leaving with a heavy heart, I thought it was better to suppress the yearning for a while.

    If I intended to focus on hunting and training in Bihar, that seemed more efficient.

    "I also have something to give to Kim Yul."

    Not wanting to delay any longer, I hurriedly retrieved the item from the locker.

    「Legendary Artifact - Companion of the Great Thief Owl」

    • Category: Relic

    • Acquisition Difficulty: Unique

    • Rank: ★★★★★★

    • Description: A dagger known to steal not only valuable items but also human souls. Having witnessed the death of the legendary thief Owl, it gained a special power inspired by the watchful eyes of the 7 Great Gods. The dagger allows the wielder to mimic Owl's prowess by stealing magic cast before their eyes and storing it for later use.

    • Magic Stealable: 1/3

    The dagger was once wielded by Kim Muwon, a permanent relic much like Kerak series.

    'Relics fall into three main types.'

    First, the ones with limited uses.

    'The kind that disappears after use, breaking apart like a tissue with bizarre effects akin to squeezing tears.'

    Next are the rechargeable types that need time before they can be used again.

    'Mostly the ones with built-in area magic.'

    Unlike magic stones that vanish after a single use, they allow for permanent use of specific magic.

    Despite the long recharge times being a disadvantage, they are highly popular.

    Interestingly, most are artifacts once owned by heroes renowned on the battlefield.

    Merely mentioning the name of the relic would make locals recognize the hero connected with it.

    'Finally, the permanent relics that don't belong to the other two categories.'

    These possess powers distinct from magic, often requiring certain conditions for usage.

    Such conditions could be earning a sentient entity's recognition or being limited to stealing only observable magic.

    For these types of permanent relics, the rank is typically high.

    'The Companion of Owl is 6-star.'

    It's not far behind the enhanced Kerak's Spear, which is 7-star.

    The effect is impressive. Or rather, I should say it's outstanding.

    'The ability to store and use magic instead of just mana.'

    Being able to utilize up to three new magics regardless of the attribute or arrangement is invaluable.

    'Honestly, it's more tempting than Kerak.'

    Even after upgrading, Kerak's Spear hardly offers any assistance, making the dagger a far superior choice.

    Initially, I considered using it myself, but I've changed my mind about that.

    I decided to give it to Kim Yul.

    'Especially since, according to his SNS profile, Kim Yul's birthday is coming soon.'

    Lately, Kim Yul has had to repair his daggers more frequently.

    He's even replaced his weapons twice now.

    'Relics generally have higher durability compared to ordinary weapons.'

    They withstand most impacts with ease.

    In fact, I hardly ever needed to repair Kerak's Spear.

    That's why I thought of giving this to Kim Yul.

    It bothered me that he was the only one in the party without a relic weapon.

    'I wouldn't want anyone to feel left out.'

    Though he might pretend otherwise, Kim Yul has a surprisingly strong desire for belonging.

    I suspect it's due to deficiencies from his upbringing environment.

    'His family issues are quite clear.'

    Of course, I haven't inquired into it in detail.

    I wasn't even sure if I had the right to interfere in such personal matters.

    'Anyway, it's personal business.'

    Since he hasn't expressly asked for help, I decided to watch and wait.

    I brushed off my distractions and placed the dagger in the locker.

    'I'm not specializing in daggers, so it's better for Kim Yul to have it.'

    It's commendable how he's start learning mana manipulation on his own accord, so I'll give this as a gift.

    By the time my decision was clear, I arrived at the hospital.

    However, I had to abruptly stop before reaching my destination.

    "You think that's good enough? What kind of doctor just says that when the patient isn't waking up?!"

    "H-huhk! Guardian, p-please calm down! P-put that down first!"

    I heard a familiar voice.

    After briefly contemplating the voice's direction.

    'The risk of being exposed is low since I'm in Stealth mode.'

    I moved towards the source of the voice while sending a chat to Kim Yul.

    - K: Are you in Bihar?

    The response arrived almost immediately.

    - Kj: Yep, dyeing my hair. Got inspired by the color of yours, hyung, haha.

    - K: And training?

    - Kj: The sun hasn't risen here yet, right? I finished yesterday's assignments.

    - K: Where's Taeho hyung?

    - Kj: He went to Earth. Today's the day for his wife's regular check-up. Why? Want me to go next time to confirm?

    Ah, that was today, when his wife had her outpatient appointment.

    - K: Don't bother.

    - Kj: Okay, okay. Is the work finished? When are you coming?

    - K: Soon.

    - Kj: Alright.

    Closing the chat with Kim Yul, I spotted Yang Taeho's back.

    Despite his face being hidden by a baseball cap and mask, it was indeed Yang Taeho.

    He was gripping a doctor's collar, breathing heavily.

    'Was the hospital for the surgery here?'

    It's not like there are many places for transplantation surgeries.

    Seeing how small Korea works, I messaged Yang Taeho.

    - K: Hyung, I'll be returning soon. Do you need anything?

    Yang Taeho suddenly stiffened from harassing the doctor and eventually released him.

    As the doctor scurried away, a reply came.

    - Pudding: I'm here for my wife's outpatient appointment. Don't worry about bringing anything from my side.

    He mentioned the outpatient consultation but nothing beyond that.

    Should I pry or pretend not to know?

    Before deciding, Yang Taeho sent another message.

    - Pudding: If you return today, will you join tomorrow's hunting schedule immediately?

    Alternating between chatting with Yang Taeho, I briefly replied.

    - K: Yes.

    - Pudding: Got it. I'll return promptly, see you later.

    My brow furrowed.

    'Didn't you say your wife collapsed?'

    And yet you plan to return tomorrow?

    'I thought they were particularly close...'

    Caught in the ebb and flow, my words became blocked.

    Could it be Yang Taeho's unaligned response that's causing this dissonance?

    Instead of stepping out in front, I remained hidden, continuing to observe Yang Taeho.

    In the meantime, Yang Taeho rubbed his face thoroughly after lowering his mask.

    My attention fixated on the scar left around his lips.

    "Still no word?"

    Did he fail to meet Gilenios? Or is it more likely that he did meet but chose silence?

    Could his plan to return despite his wife's collapse relate to maintaining confidentiality?

    Thoughts upon thoughts linked endlessly.

    Meanwhile, Yang Taeho entered the nearby emergency room.

    Shortly afterwards, I followed in his tracks.

    Roaming the complex corridors, I briefly scanned my surroundings.

    Unlike usual, Yang Taeho's shoulders were visibly slumped.

    But beyond, there was an emaciated arm and shoulder, a jawline obscured by hair.

    Merely witnessing this, I was forced to a halt.

    "This is not okay."

    Approaching Yang Taeho's family clandestinely was not honorable.

    At least, that's what I believed.

    If any player intruded upon my family in this manner, my response would have been unequivocally hostile.

    Therefore, I stepped away from the hospital, walking towards the park grounds.

    Scanning the angles of the CCTV installations, finding an empty path was not too difficult.

    There, I retrieved a baseball cap and mask from a hidden compartment within the locker.

    Then, I removed the magic tool looped over my ear.

    The overly familiar appearance of a Caucasian was replaced by my true visage.

    The only change from before was the red hue of my hair.

    Only then did I break out of my Stealth and return to the hospital.

    Pulling the cap lower, I consciously slouched forward, adopting a casual gait.

    "Who would've thought I'd have to use it here."

    Initially, it was intended for when I parted ways with Lily's group, in case a warning needed to be issued.

    Should any situation arise where unfavorable records might surface against me.

    I planned to draw the attention to the red hair, excluding any link between Kang Hyunwoo and K.

    For that purpose, I practiced walking differently, double-checked my posture in front of a mirror.

    Thus, I was able to craft a rather convincing slouched posture.

    'And with Lily's sudden demeanor shift, it seemed useless.'

    It wasn't entirely in vain.

    'Even if it came to light that I was here with Yang Taeho, they couldn't suspect me of being K.'

    Even assuming I was suspected of being K, connecting that to Kang Hyunwoo proved impossible.

    Repeated reviews confirmed there was no link leading to me.

    Returning to the emergency room, I purposefully made my presence known as I approached Yang Taeho.

    Noting the tension in Yang Taeho's body, ready to confront any presence sneaking up on him.

    He reacted as though someone was about to grip his collar.

    Though he hadn't turned around, he clearly acknowledged my presence.

    That realization made me laugh.

    'Had you been oblivious, I'd have pointed it out personally.'

    There wasn't the need for that.

    It was clear his instincts declared him my ally.

    "Hyung."

    I spoke before closing in further.

    Yang Taeho whipped around, his eyes widening conspicuously.

    Letting him absorb the scene for a moment, I then resumed.

    "May I come closer?"

    "O-oh, sure. Come this way. It feels rather different seeing you here."

    Standing next to the bed, I said,

    "You should know, I have my reasons for being here."

    There's no necessity to reveal the gate of my secret base is situated at this hospital.

    "Well, the hospital is, you know, open for anyone."

    Forcing a smile, Yang Taeho stretched his hand, easing his posture.

    Immediately after, giving me a side-eye from beneath the cap, he coughed, clearing his throat.

    "So, that message earlier, were you testing me?"

    "... I saw you standing at the entrance to the emergency room. If I made you uncomfortable, I apologize."

    "Goodness, well... you apologized, so it's fine. I know what you're like. The fact you revealed yourself means you were considering me."

    These were the words of a gentle Yang Taeho, someone I've come to know who avoids disputes.

    His earlier fiery outburst at the doctor was nowhere to be found.

    Not that I couldn't comprehend his anger.

    'If a family member is suffering, it'd be more bizarre to appear unaffected.'

    Dropping my gaze, I fixed it on the woman lying in bed.

    Honestly, I never saw myself encountering Yang Taeho's family this way.

    Emaciated form, jaundice-tinged skin, and sunken eyelids.

    Gazing upon someone unmistakably ravaged by illness made my mind whirl.

    To gather my thoughts, I maintained my silence.

    Meanwhile, Yang Taeho finally exhaled a lengthy sigh, commencing his tale.

    "She suffered a miscarriage, you know. Her health's taken a hit."
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    The costs for the early pregnancy checkups, hospital bills, and postnatal care were astonishingly high.

    "My heart almost dropped when I saw the prices."

    He just studied history for fun and spent his life with books.

    When a child was on the way, he couldn't continue living in a dream.

    "For a while, I was so focused on earning money that I didn't notice something was wrong with the baby."

    After the tragedy with the baby, he drowned in his own grief, not noticing his wife sinking deeper into despair.

    It turned out she developed a drinking problem in her weakened state post-miscarriage, and that led to this situation.

    "..... What did the test results say?"

    "It seems the immunosuppressants aren't working well, and the liver function levels are poor.... After hearing this from the attending doctor, I suddenly collapsed. Even now, my heart is still pounding."

    Listening to Yang Taeho's story, it seemed the transplant results weren't good.

    "If the health is not good, you should go to the hospital alone on non-appointment days or to the emergency room. Why did you do nothing and..."

    Thanks to listening to Yang Taeho's story, I was able to make a decision.

    'The fact that there's a problem in the family means there's an opportunity for Taehyung hyung to be disturbed.'

    There was no guarantee that Gilenios would not exploit that fact.

    If this issue isn't resolved, Yang Taeho might turn to Gilenios later.

    'This is a problem that can be solved before it gets to that point.'

    Now that I knew about Yang Taeho's situation, I couldn't just leave it unattended.

    'That's all there is.'

    When I drew the curtain next to the hospital bed, Yang Taeho flinched but showed no intention to stop me.

    Instead, his eyes were fixed on the item I held.

    「One-time Use of Karlos's Authority」

    It was the item I had just retrieved from my inventory earlier.

    Clutching the usage ticket tightly, I stood awkwardly by the hospital bed, looking down at Yang Taeho's wife.

    And one last time, I questioned myself.

    "Is using this really the best option?"

    The conclusion I reached remained unchanged.

    "Using one sheet should be fine. It's a manageable risk."

    It was not long after the completion of the third selection.

    Moreover, I had previously received a statement while settling issues related to the system and gate, that there wasn't enough capacity for additional selections.

    For now, it meant that the risk of family entanglement in the game was low.

    "The problem is whether I feel this situation is unfortunate or not."

    Closing my eyes and taking a breath, I tore the usage ticket apart.

    Afterwards, I let out a long sigh, watching the mysterious smoke emanate and envelop Yang Taeho and his wife.

    * * *

    I returned to Bihar clad in shadow magic tools, still deep under a baseball cap.

    It was to cover the eyes that had probably turned golden.

    There was a brief pause as I stood before the World Tree statue, where a gate was located.

    Reflecting on what had happened just a moment ago brought a dry chuckle to my lips.

    "As I thought before, it's truly a deceitful power."

    Karlos's Authority mitigates unhappiness in exchange for returning something valuable.

    I had confirmed how incredible it truly was with my own eyes once again.

    Right after tearing the usage ticket, the greater unhappiness was attributed to Yang Taeho.

    Probably because of the closer relationship between him and me than between him and the patient.

    The degree of unhappiness depends on the user's subjective view when using the authority.

    Thus, I took on Yang Taeho's misfortune, and his wife's complexion immediately brightened.

    Not only that, but she visibly gained weight.

    Witnessing the once skeletal form rapidly transform seemed nothing short of a miracle.

    Even I, who used the authority, was startled and momentarily froze.

    During that time, Yang Taeho's wife awoke, and I hurriedly left the spot.

    - Get further tests at another hospital.

    I didn't see any necessity to exchange pleasantries.

    - I... In-ah, are you awake? Look at me, okay?

    Leaving the trembling Yang Taeho, who was caring for his wife, I exited the hospital in two minutes.

    Using Stealth magic to avoid the CCTV and reaching Jonghun's lab took about four minutes.

    Then I returned to Bihar, ending up where I was now.

    Originally, I planned to head directly to the headquarters and take action regarding the disbandment of the investigation team.

    'But with my eyes looking like this, I'll have to postpone.'

    If I was meeting only players, there would be no issue regardless of my eyes changing.

    Several main scenarios had already unfolded by now.

    'All players ranked high have received the blessing of their associated god.'

    Changing eye color when using that blessing wasn't something to be concealed.

    However, there were more Biharins and those affiliated with the Order at the headquarters than players.

    Among them were Palao's priests or holy knights.

    'Rumors must be circulating that I've taken away divinity.'

    I wished to avoid them observing me with the same burdensome gaze as Rashar.

    'It's still dawn, so visiting the orphanage feels awkward.'

    Heading to the base seemed like the best course of action.

    As I approached Habon, I opened the door to the base and froze.

    What greeted me from beyond the open door was a living room in utter disarray.

    'What in the world...?'

    It looked exactly as if robbers had been there.

    Things usually in their places were strewn across the floor.

    The fabric sofa was ripped, with cotton spilling out. The wooden table, flipped over.

    It was a sight absolutely foreign to what I knew as our base.

    For now, the party consisted solely of three men, but...

    Every member, including myself, had become rather adept at domestic chores for various reasons.

    'I took care of the household when the twins were still young, so naturally, I got used to it.'

    I had heard that Kim Yul, while living in a trainee dorm, managed chores like laundry and dishwashing on his own.

    Yang Taeho became accustomed to housework after his wife was hospitalized.

    Thanks to that, our base, for having three men reside there, was rather clean.

    What on earth had happened here?

    "An intruder, maybe?"

    Surveying my surroundings quickly, a broken window caught my eye.

    Immediately, I drew a dagger and activated Mana Detection.

    A group of five butterflies hovered around me.

    However, there was no mana detected within the base.

    "Did they flee already?"

    If not, it would mean they were adept enough to hide mana within a core.

    As I tightened my grip on the dagger further.

    A rustling sound.

    There was definitely movement detected upstairs.

    Without delay, I began ascending the stairs.

    Fortunately, there weren't valuables worth mentioning currently at our party's base.

    Cash was kept on each person, as much as they needed, in their inventory.

    The expenses for base management were covered by selling loot obtained during party hunts, and those amounts were secured in my inventory.

    'Rare treasures, the kind you'd call valuables, are kept in my inventory.'

    Frequenting the base led us to move them after a consensus was reached quite some time ago.

    Since I could purchase expansion packs with the title "Tomb Raider," space was not a concern.

    Thus, there was no worry of any valuables being stolen.

    There was merely the unpleasant feeling of having the area, where I and my companions resided, invaded.

    With a cold expression, I entered the hallway on the second floor.

    The presence, now clearer than before, was emanating from Kim Yul's room.

    'Kim Yul left for a hunt after finishing his dyeing.'

    It's clearly logged in the chat.

    So whoever was rustling around inside couldn't be Kim Yul.

    I entered the half-open door with a loud bang while launching my dagger into the room.

    A small shadow darted sideways at lightning speed.

    The dagger embedded in the spot where the shadow had been.

    And the mysterious figure leaped towards my face.

    "Damn!"

    Recognizing the small shadow just in time, I barely managed to suppress my refined attribute mana.

    The culprit who had broken into our base, wrecking the items and furniture and rummaging through Kim Yul's room was...

    "K!"

    Berta, smeared with chocolate all around her hands and mouth, greeted me with a beaming smile and clung onto my face.

    * * *

    That afternoon, the day Berta broke into the now-empty base.

    I arrived at the association building located in Loborre.

    It was to meet a player said to be infected.

    "Here to meet someone. His name is William Page, a trustworthy player."

    So there's no need to worry about information regarding Alpha getting spread.

    Leaving those additional assurances to Lily, I examined the player named William.

    "I've heard a lot about you. It's an honor to meet you, K. Feel free to call me Will."

    Appearing for a formal greeting like a soldier, his complexion was noticeably haggard.

    It was evident he hadn't been sleeping well.

    "Increasing the timer is not a simple problem to solve."

    Reportedly, the timer increased only up to an hour.

    Beyond that, no matter how many potions were consumed, it was ineffective.

    The moment exposure to the pathogen occurred, life on a one-hour time limit began.

    If one happened not to wake up in time while asleep, it would mean instant death.

    How many people could sleep soundly faced with such circumstances?

    Even if the player's body endured fatigue, they couldn't ignore the psychological strain.

    'It's truly maddening.'

    With the emergence of a new issue, matters were becoming complicated in various ways.

    'Should I reveal my identity and gather other Alphas?'

    If any Alphas fell, it would become difficult to manage the sixteen-star general-level battle in the future.

    However, actually implementing it meant I would have to bear too many risks.

    Suppressing a sigh forcefully, I was about to reach for William's arm when...

    "Who is it? Who's that?"

    Berta, straddling my neck and seated on my shoulder, took an interest in him.

    It didn't stop at showing interest; now, she scurried down my outstretched arm and curiously sniffed at William.

    "Did I not tell you to stay still? If you don't listen, I'll send you back."

    "No, no! I don't want to go!"

    "Then stay put. We promised to play together once I finish my work."

    "Uh... Can I eat some choco while I wait?"

    "Not a chance. After raiding Kim Yul's emergency rations this morning, what do you want to eat again?"

    I lifted Berta by the scruff and sat her back onto my shoulders, reaching out a hand to William.

    Even as our skins touched, no system message prompted asking whether to purify another's pathogen.

    Given that I had anticipated this, I felt no particular disappointment.

    "It seems it's not possible."

    "Ah..."

    But for William, those words might have been a crushing blow.

    Watching his face swiftly plunge into despair made me feel as if I'd committed a grave sin.

    'It's cruel to give false hope.'

    Because there was no guarantee that Trait level 4 could truly purify another's infection.

    I approached the player in a systematic manner, trying to stay detached emotionally.

    Several attempts at further experimentation returned the same results.

    Finally having finished the verification work, I exited the association building with Berta.

    "Now, are you going to play with me?"

    Berta, who had patiently sat on my shoulders as promised, asked excitedly.

    Shaking my head, I answered,

    "Not yet, just a bit longer."

    "Berta can wait well. Really!"

    Her resolute answer echoed cheerfully as we continued walking, bringing a fleeting sense of questioning about why I was in such a situation.

    'I stopped by just in case, to let them know she's with me, but...'

    No one was at Ramon residence, the sanctuary of Berta and her brother Breche.

    I thought someone had said Berta was small, so her mother kept her with her.

    "Why is she left all alone in Habon if the house is empty?"

    Contemplating whether to ask Latasha for help, I ended up contacting Horfe.

    He did have ties to Berta after all.

    While waiting for a response, I had no choice but to watch over the child.

    "Would it be inappropriate to take her to a hunting ground?"

    Otherwise, I'd be stuck at the base until Horfe got back to me.

    "Since she's predatory, she might be accustomed to it? If carefully handled to ensure no harm... no, but she's still a child."

    I couldn't clearly decide whether it was appropriate to expose Berta to the sight of monsters meeting their demise.

    Simply because she was a child — wasn't that purely a human sentiment for restraint?

    Berta, after all, belonged to the Beastfolk, a demi-human race categorized under predators.

    While engaging in this internal debate, we continued our steps until I arrived at our destination.

    "Oppa!"

    "Uncle!"

    It was an orphanage in Loborre.

    As soon as the children found me and eagerly ran over, they skidded to a halt all of a sudden.

    The reason was evident without asking. It was because of Berta hugging my head.

    After a glance at the now curious Berta, I asked,

    "What do you want to do? Want to join and play?"

    Do you want me to introduce you?

    If Berta wanted to play with kids her own age, I'd follow carefully to prevent any accidents.

    However, Berta urgently shook her head and spoke.
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    Chapter 196. Wandering Steps (4)

    "No, it'll tear! Mom will bite me......."

    This was a clear expression of refusal.

    'Tear, huh.......'

    Honestly, it's not entirely impossible.

    Berta had claimed to have handled me delicately when we first met.

    'Yet, there were scratches and bruises left on me.'

    If that's how it was for me as a player, I couldn't imagine how it would be for young children.

    'Berta is still young.'

    This means she lacked the practice needed to handle beings weaker than herself.

    Occasionally, from what I heard, it seemed she received teachings from her mother, Ramon, for this issue.

    'I suppose when she first poked me, she was trying to check my durability.'

    It seemed she was practicing ways to be careful and handle others gently.

    And mingling with the kids would probably disrupt that practice.

    If Berta had made that judgment, I had no intention of forcing her to play with the kids.

    "Alright, then."

    "Okay."

    After that, I greeted the kids I hadn't seen in a while, and brought out sports equipment like a soccer ball, a volleyball, and jump ropes.

    After distributing them to the kids, I met with the priest of Palao who managed the place.

    Starting with handing over snacks and toys I had brought from the mart, I checked the operating expenses.

    We also discussed various issues for quite a while.

    By the time I had finished checking everything I needed to, two hours had passed in an instant.

    After the priest left the office, I gazed at the children outside the window.

    They were all running around, kicking the soccer ball in the open area.

    Watching this scene, a thought I had tried to bury deeply and avoid remembering suddenly emerged.

    - It seems young children are making Cratoll.

    According to my beliefs, those children were merely perpetrators involved in a crime.

    They weren't worthy of sympathy, and their crimes shouldn't be overlooked.

    Then why did it keep unsettling my heart?

    "Ha......."

    A sigh I couldn't suppress escaped heavily.

    'The U. S. is discreetly extracting the families of players from China.'

    In that process, orphaned children involved in Cratoll manufacture weren't a concern for the U. S. government.

    That the children were addicted to substances wasn't something the U. S. needed to worry about.

    Of course, because they weren't a charity organization.

    I understood every calculation behind such actions.

    And I also agreed that the calculations were rational.

    Moreover, there was nothing I could do regarding this issue.

    'They say there are nearly 200 children found in the Cratoll factory in Beijing alone.'

    It wasn't as if I could take responsibility for all those kids.

    That's why I tried hard to bury it and not look.

    But in an unguarded moment, I failed to avert my gaze, and the backlash was stronger than expected.

    Perhaps it was because of the words I once spoke.

    - Do you think it'll be easier on your conscience to say it that way?

    - If you wanted to live comfortably, you should've remained a victim the whole way through.

    Did I even have the right to say such things?

    Not long ago, I filmed illegal materials to blackmail Brigadier General Kim Jonghwa.

    Just because he wasn't an admirable person didn't mean that crimes against him could be justified.

    Moreover, I was leaving hostage crises in various countries unaddressed under the guise of having no choice.

    Considering these topics, it felt haughty of me to have uttered such things.

    'Did I believe I was different?'

    Such arrogance. Yet, in reality, I wasn't all that different from them.

    "Damn it......."

    If seen through the power of Agnotia, I would probably be covered in graphite.

    I vividly imagined the graphite writhing as if alive.

    At the thought of that conceivable sight, nausea welled up.

    Self-loathing and a sense of utter helplessness mixed, threatening to drag me back into a pit.

    Surprisingly, it was an unexpected presence that helped me avoid getting entirely swallowed.

    - Weird guy.

    It was the voice of Kerak's spear stored in my inventory.

    From the moment I had rescued the survivors of human trafficking, it hadn't uttered a word.

    Yet, suddenly, it broke its silence.

    The sensation of my already tangled mind becoming even more tangled was uncomfortable.

    "Shut up."

    Perhaps due to the recent invisible stress, a sharper voice emerged than I intended.

    - As you command.

    With Kerak returning to silence, I had to cover my face with both hands.

    I didn't want to think.

    "K?"

    Fortunately, before I could fall into deeper thought, Berta called out to me.

    "Phew."

    Forcing myself to calm down, I spoke to Berta.

    "Do what you want from now on."

    "Really? Really, can I play?"

    "What do you want to do?"

    "That!"

    Berta, bursting with excitement, pointed at the soccer ball rolling around the children's feet.

    It seemed she wanted to do it herself but restrained herself because she thought she shouldn't get too close.

    Recalling Berta's athletic prowess, my vision momentarily darkened.

    I swallowed a sigh filled with resignation and regret and mumbled internally.

    'Let's consider it physical training.'

    I texted An Kijun in anticipation of a schedule that should be read as physical training but is effectively a solo childcare stint.

    Requesting him to send a massive shipment of soccer balls if he had no urgent tasks at hand.

    It turned out to be a wise decision, for more than fifty soccer balls were destroyed by Berta's kicks that day alone.

    * * *

    A few days passed after the restoration of Somol castle was complete, and the movement of the Order army had begun.

    As Lily had hinted, a new main scenario commenced.

    However, this newly started main scenario differed slightly from the previous ones.

    MISSION

    「Main Scenario Act 1 Chapter 6: Territory Restoration」

    The Order army successfully pushed back the frontlines in cooperation with the players. Now it's time to eliminate the traces of corruption remaining across various frontline areas. Players must complete purification tasks until not a single corrupted area remains in the frontline regions.

    「Rewards」

    Participation Reward: Choose from the following rewards

    • Mana 600, reputation 30

    • Attribute Mana 300, reputation 60

    Ranking Reward: Rewards are given according to rank. (1st to 200th place)

    • Order Points

    • Achievements

    • God's Blessing

    • Random Box

    ※ Contributions to the mission will determine the ranking.

    Especially in the reward section.

    The unnecessary victory ceremony attendance reward was removed.

    'It's a deeper intention suggesting players should hunt more rather than playing the clown at a victory ceremony.'

    Seeing large parties compete to attend the victory ceremony was frustrating.

    Thus, I decided to remove it entirely.

    Additionally, I removed the store's free use ticket, which provided little benefit to me.

    Instead, I added a random box and changed Order rewards to be provided in points rather than physical items.

    'With those points, we can prioritize Order-exclusive missions to strengthen the growth of Order players with valuable corrupted areas.'

    It was a sort of balance adjustment.

    This resulted in the reward rank, which typically cut off at around 50 to 60, extending to a remarkable 200.

    'The store free use ticket was probably of greater value than I realized.'

    Skills or magic, after all, are 'knowledge'.

    Unlike typical items that just end with ownership, knowledge allows for endless possible deconstruction and examination.

    Starting off possessing that would have been largely against causality.

    Seeing the reward range expand almost three to four times the moment the free use ticket was excluded suggests it likely was.

    All these changes were accomplished through negotiations with the system when establishing the investigative brigade.

    'And there was still divinity left over.'

    At that time, the system had directly conveyed a message to me, much like during the private conversation with the seven great gods.

    It had said that a considerably large amount of divinity was returned due to the removal of two out of three existing gates.

    Instead of using it immediately, I suggested holding onto it as a contingency.

    'I intended to think of a more efficient way to use it.'

    This game had more than a few places needing tweaks.

    And just now, I found that efficient use.

    Before the flash of inspiration disappeared, I needed to organize the content to convey to the system.

    While lost in thought for a moment and jotting notes in my notebook.

    "Hyung."

    Kim Yul descended from the sky, calling me.

    The fellow who claimed my dyed hair encouraged him came down to summon me with brilliant pink hair.

    'It's fascinating enough that he decided to go with that color.'

    More fascinating was how the color suited Kim Yul exceptionally well.

    Fixated by the bright pink hair resembling cotton candy or cherry blossom petals, Kim Yul spoke to me again.

    "Why aren't you checking the chat?"

    "...... I had something to think over."

    "Should I wait a bit more? I'm ready now, though......."

    Leaning against a mossy rock, I straightened myself.

    "Let's start right away."

    There wasn't any need to wait further since preparations were complete.

    My thoughts had almost entirely settled, too.

    "Okay!"

    Kim Yul, utilizing Wind Walk, soared into the air, where his mana began to stir as he prepared his area-of-effect magic.

    Watching Kim Yul prepare, I subtly raised my left hand.

    A transparent mass of water started gathering above my palm.

    And soon, it cascaded downward with a splash.

    "Ha......."

    A sigh emerged uncontrollably.

    Since visiting the orphanage, it had become difficult to control my water attribute mana again.

    'Damn it.'

    Just as I was about to sigh once more, I felt a tug on my pants.

    "K, K, give me a piggyback ride."

    Hastily lowering my gaze, I saw Berta clinging to my pant leg, gazing up at me.

    'This is driving me nuts.'

    Neither Horfe nor Ramon, no one came for Berta.

    If they were busy, they could have sent someone else to retrieve her, but only a letter asking me to care for her for now arrived.

    Despite my discomfort, I even attempted to leave her at Bennett Mansion.

    But Berta resisted fiercely.

    Crying and throwing herself was the least of it; she even unleashed her mana for the first time for a show of force.

    As a result, the hall in Bennett Mansion partially collapsed.

    Recalling the conversation I had with Rashar at that time, I furrowed my brows slightly.

    - Seems like Berta has no intention of giving up this time... if you're okay with it, how about you live together for a while? Our family will compensate you for this.

    - What are you talking about? I need to head to the corrupted areas. I can't take a kid to the battlefield.

    - To Berta, it won't be such a foreign experience.

    - What?

    - Lady Ramon used to take Berta with her to the battlefield.

    I was momentarily at a loss for words, but the shock wasn't overwhelming.

    I already knew that the mentality of beastfolk differed from humans.

    And having witnessed Berta's combat ability, I had no choice but to understand.

    For various reasons, taking care of Berta became my responsibility for now.

    With no method to separate a child stronger than myself, it was inevitable.

    Thus, Berta tagged along to the corrupted areas.

    After swallowing my usual stack of sighs, I lifted Berta by the nape and moved to the side.

    "Go stay with Ahel."

    And I handed Berta over to Ahel.

    "Until when?"

    "Until I clear the area...... or until I decide we take a break."

    "Will you play with me then?"

    "Sure."

    "Berta can wait!"

    "Quietly."

    "I'll wait quietly!"

    After receiving Berta's confirmation and patting her head, I felt a sharp gaze.

    Lifting my head, I found Ahel glaring at me with an expression full of dissatisfaction.

    "What's with that look?"

    "Unlike you, I value my life dearly and find it terrifying to hold onto this beast. So, I would like to put it down right away."

    "Just bear with it a bit. We have nothing to do while hunting, after all."

    "With all due respect, you could have this beastie perched on your head during combat and it wouldn't obstruct you. It might even help."

    Reflecting on the events at Bennett Mansion a few days ago, I couldn't deny the statement.

    Introduction of Berta's combat power would have made hunting easier.

    Yet, I excluded Berta entirely from the hunt.

    This decision wasn't based on personal biases about the child's age.

    'Biharin are not registered users of the system.'

    Having hunted alongside Breche in the past, it was certain.

    Unless aided by the Capitalist Trait, the mana they harvest from defeating monsters would all disappear.

    In a situation where every bit had to be amassed, such inefficient hunting was unacceptable.

    "Let's just say it's your guard."

    As I stood firm in my decision, Ahel ceased his grumbles.

    Just then, Kim Yul completed his area-of-effect magic in the air.

    'Still takes a while, huh.'

    I clicked my tongue silently and readjusted my grip on the spear.

    It was the moment hunting for the contributions to Act 1, scene 6 of the main scenario began.
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    Chapter 197. A Day on the Battlefield (1)

    "Cough, cough."

    The acrid smell of burning black blood and corpses made Ahel pinch his nose and cough.

    Following Lily's promise, it had taken approximately six and a half hours to purify the four and five-star corrupted areas she had marked out.

    'Much faster compared to before when it took an entire day to handle a four-star.'

    This improvement was due to the increase in attribute mana, which drastically reduced the time needed to clear out unevolved monsters.

    I wrapped up the purification process with satisfaction.

    Next, I opened the community page to check the bulletin board.

    I wanted to find the movement routes of other parties in the vicinity.

    'There are many three-star corrupted areas that we can clear while heading to our next target, the five-star area.'

    However, if another party had already started the purification, we didn't have the right to claim it.

    I planned to move while avoiding other players as much as possible, but...

    The moment I opened the community, I realized that there was no need for such precautions.

    「Title: Near the South-Central Simoruman River - Author: Glucose

    Content: Right now, K party is here. It's slightly stressful... Our party is struggling with three stars, but they're blitzing through four stars and easily strolling into five-star corrupted areas like it's a walk in the park. I don't want to compare myself, but being close makes it unavoidable, and my pride is hurt. I'll step aside, so do everything yourself, you awful person (crying).」

    - K1488: As expected of K.

    - Seagull: Isn't K party three people? How can three people handle a five-star? Try lying with some effort.

    ⌎ Snowman: Isn't it four? Seems like a Biharin is with them...

    ⌎ Glucose: If you don't believe me, go and see for yourself. You'll feel self-loathing.

    ⌎ SmigolFan: You're right, they're four, and they have a space mage.

    ⌎ Captain Laura: Space mage? Then they must be using teleportation magic? Nice...

    - Zhuge Kongming2: Thanks for the info, we were planning to move upstream along the Simoruman River, but we'll find another route.

    - Pine: I'm in the north. Chose the route down from Somol, so I won't run into K, lucky me.

    ⌎ Deleted Comment

    ⌎ Johanson: This person is a PK suspect player, so be careful.

    ⌎ Tom and Jerry: Deleted and ran, hahaha idiot. Their codename was 'Red Horse'. Keep it in mind, everyone.

    ⌎ Johanson: These days, more people propose joint party play and then PK. Shouldn't the association be cracking down on these types?

    ⌎ Tom and Jerry: Why are you asking us? Take it up with the association.

    - William Terra: Are all K party members gold ranked?

    ⌎ Jackson: Yes, all are gold ranked.

    ⌎ Songolmae: How do you know? Did you ask?

    ⌎ Jackson: I'm friends with K party. We've hunted together.

    ⌎ Toma: Are you friends with K? Please verify.

    ⌎ Sociopath: Does K hunt with other parties? The skill gap would be too big to manage.

    ⌎ NationalismParty: Smells like an attention seeker.

    ⌎ Jackson: I really am acquainted with them.

    ⌎ Sociopath: Earlier you said friends, now it's just acquaintances. Attention-seeker's typical behavior.

    ⌎ Toma: If you can't verify, don't drop K's name.

    ⌎ Toma: I'm remembering your code name.

    - Ash: I've heard a lot about someone named K, will I see them if I head to the Simoruman River?

    ⌎ Songolmae: You talk about K's fame? Newbie, you must be in phase three. Just go to one or two-star areas. Don't act rash and get killed.

    ⌎ Crocodile: Aww, newbie, go through initiation first.

    Because of the reviews from those who witnessed our party, other players naturally began to relocate their hunting grounds.

    'Well, thanks to that, we get to monopolize the hunting area, so it's not bad.'

    If we could invest all our time into hunting, that would be great.

    Having confirmed a few more recent posts, I turned off the community and spoke.

    "Let's move right away."

    "Can I borrow a spear? My legs are so wobbly, I need something like a cane."

    I looked at Kim Yul, whose complexion had paled, and saw him trembling.

    It was true that I had pushed him to his limits during this hunt, and I intended to overlook some grumbling.

    I considered taking out the cross-shaped spear stored in my inventory for him when he spoke again, seemingly interpreting my gaze as he shrugged and said,

    "You didn't really mean it, did you? A joke is just a joke... Ugh!"

    Before he could finish his sentence, Yang Taeho scooped him up.

    "What, what's going on?!"

    "If you're tired, I'll give you a piggyback ride, alright?"

    "I'm not a kid, put me down right now!"

    "You keep calling me ajussi because I'm older, but you don't want to be treated like a child? Then call me hyung."

    Laughter boomed from Yang Taeho as he carried Kim Yul like a sack, who was ineffectively punching his shoulders.

    I didn't know what exchange occurred between them, but it was clear that there was now less restraint than before.

    "I can walk on my own!"

    "You're tired. Stay still when offered a piggyback ride."

    "Mind-your-own-business ajussi! Who asked you for a piggyback?!"

    Each time Kim Yul shouted, Yang Taeho simply laughed louder.

    Perhaps the very act of horsing around with Kim Yul amused him.

    Although I thought about intervening with Yang Taeho, I decided to let it slide in the end.

    It seemed Kim Yul didn't entirely dislike Yang Taeho's pranks and consideration.

    The fact that he wasn't actively struggling against Yang Taeho and was just complaining indicated as much.

    So it was decided that Yang Taeho would carry Kim Yul.

    'Then that leaves...'

    I turned my attention to Ahel, who stood behind Yang Taeho.

    As soon as our eyes met, he seemed to accept his fate and grimaced with a resigned expression.

    "As I keep saying, I'm not a piece of cargo to be carried."

    "I'm aware of that, but—"

    "Then treat me as such. I'll walk on my own two feet."

    "That's not possible."

    It was too much of a waste of time.

    Transport magic requires more preparation time than one might think.

    Therefore, it was quicker to run to a nearby location.

    The problem was Ahel couldn't keep up with our pace.

    Given that all party members were now gold ranked, it was impossible for Ahel, with his ordinary body, to catch up.

    So, we took turns carrying Ahel while running.

    "If you tell me our destination, I could slowly use transport magic—"

    I silenced Ahel's continued protest with a steady gaze.

    With a resigned sigh, Ahel trudged over to me on his own two feet.

    Berta quickly crawled up my body and perched herself on my right shoulder.

    Then I hoisted Ahel onto my left shoulder and started running.

    Yang Taeho followed closely, and Kim Yul, who was being carried, had become remarkably quiet by then.

    'Things have changed, indeed.'

    Previously, Kim Yul would have chosen to push himself rather than accept Yang Taeho's help.

    His changed attitude probably stemmed from no longer seeing Yang Taeho as a competitor.

    'And he's likely genuinely tired, too.'

    As Yang Taeho pointed out earlier, recently Kim Yul expended a massive amount of mana and practically lived on potions.

    This was because our first hunting ground was near a great river.

    'By the water, Kim Yul's magic is more efficient than my fire-based magics.'

    His fourth-tier magic, 'Blade Dance', paid off spectacularly in driving out or attacking the monsters lurking in the swamp or underwater.

    Dozens, if not hundreds, of blades flaying the surroundings was perfect for dealing with numerous monsters, breaking through the barrier that water presented.

    Though I supported with wind attributes...

    'Without Blade Dance, we wouldn't have progressed this quickly.'

    And especially because the water attribute had been disobedient lately.

    I couldn't afford to lose this hunting momentum.

    This main scenario required extracting maximum efficiency relative to time.

    Currently, we were in competition with other parties.

    Since the sixth chapter's main scenario evaluation standards largely focused on purifying corrupted areas and destroying the messeo, it was no surprise.

    In this process, I secured high-grade corrupted areas with Lily Evans' assistance.

    Thanks to this, I was accumulating more contribution points than by purifying low-grade areas.

    However, I couldn't let my guard down.

    'I'm aiming to sweep first to third place.'

    According to the map information, there was a new Messeo within roughly a five-minute distance.

    'Its scale is... three-star.'

    There didn't appear to be many monsters dotted around the messeo—at most several hundred.

    'Let's restore Kim Yul's mana while clearing there.'

    Just as I confirmed our destination and was about to change directions.

    "Hum?"

    A black mass appeared at the edge of the map.

    I stopped in place as soon as I saw it.

    Even as my party members asked what happened, I put them off with a wave of my hand, delaying my answer.

    Then I reconfirmed what had just appeared on the map.

    When multiple black dots overlap and cluster together, they form a mass, creating an undefined amorphous shape.

    The cluster of dots I was now watching fit that description, but...

    Based on past experiences, I inferred that the monsters forming this mass were not overly numerous.

    'At most, three to four hundred.'

    Similar in scale to the previous three-star corrupted area mob.

    But the movement of these creatures was unlike those in normal corrupted areas.

    'Typically they revolve in a mass around the messeo.'

    These, however, were moving across the map in a straight line.

    Watching the swiftly-moving black mass, I gathered a feeling.

    'A detachment led by a general-rank.'

    I'd assumed that general-ranks would be scarce in the sixth chapter scenario, given that the main force of monsters had already retreated.

    'Turns out there's one left.'

    To confirm further, I engaged a Mana Detection magic that I rarely used with the map function.

    As expected, no sooner had I activated it than I palpably sensed a massive mana concentration with the appearance of a butterfly.

    'At least 5 to 600,000 minimum.'

    The amount of mana was twice that of the general-rank beings I'd encountered before.

    "An eight-star."

    While I, as well as the other party members, had faced many seven-star battles, a confrontation with an eight-star general-rank was uncharted territory for us.

    Not only had we never fought one, we'd never encountered one directly before.

    I harbored a strange thrill in watching the trajectory of the black mass's movements.

    'What incredible fortune.'

    I had been wanting to level up my purification trait to Level 4 sooner, and now an eight-star general-rank using Kerak presented itself at such an opportune time.

    'I must capture it, no matter what.'

    The task of repeatedly hunting and capturing a detachment led by a general-rank were fundamentally different.

    In the former case, the hundreds of monsters are typical field mobs.

    Yet, the hundreds in a detachment move alongside a general-rank, indicating they are all evolved species.

    The approach in battle must shift if I aim to bring them down without sustaining significant damage.

    'Slice off their limbs, then sever the head.'

    As I rapidly began to form a strategy, I addressed my party members.

    "It's a general-rank detachment. We're going hunting immediately, so prepare."

    Kim Yul groaned, but he didn't voice any particular objections.

    'Timing is perfect.'

    Ordinary evolved species weren't suitable for testing the limits of new magic, but if I engaged an eight-star general-rank, I could assess it thoroughly.

    * * *

    Generally, the purpose of a general-rank's existence was to gather scattered Messeo from various corrupted areas and protect them, allowing them to amass in scale.

    One could consider it an instinct connected to the origin bestowing them new strength and life.

    However, a few weeks ago, amidst the usual routine, an unexpected order came.

    - Conserve troops

    Unlike the simple-minded subordinates, the general-rank, with eight black stars on its head, fully comprehended the telepathic message.

    It was a command from the legion commander who had subordinated the general-rank after it had evolved into a superior species.

    In the scenario where Demi-humans were pushing into their lands, they were ordered to conserve troops.

    It was effectively a command to retreat.

    Consequently, the general-rank refrained from direct activities and kept a low profile.

    And a few weeks passed in this manner.

    - Retrieve the sacrifices

    The newly relayed order stirred up conflict within the general-rank.

    Ideally, it should hasten to the highest-grade corrupted area to retrieve sacrifices.

    Yet, it ultimately opted to head to the nearest river after much contemplation.

    Heading inland meant finding subordinates that could breathe underwater like itself was challenging.

    So gathering those evolved creatures with similar traits from around the river was the plan to bolster troop numbers.

    "Kurruk, supplement, retrieve, supplement, retrieveuek...."

    The general-rank muttered words it had learned from an odd human adorned with peculiar symbols, while racing ahead swiftly.

    But it soon had to leap into the air.

    Suddenly, the ground beneath surged with mana.
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    "Aaah!"

    The general-rank, upon sensing the attack, let out a monstrous howl to command his subordinates into battle.

    Simultaneously, jagged rock masses surged from the ground.

    Fortunately, most of the subordinates accompanying him had evaded the surprise attack, having leapt into the air.

    While the general-rank briefly checked his subordinates' damage, the foreign mana continued to swirl chaotically.

    It didn't take long for a massive barrier to rise around them.

    They were trapped in a flash while their movements were hindered.

    As soon as the evolved species on the periphery grasped the situation, they rushed towards the barrier.

    Bang, crash!

    Every time they swung their tails and fists, massive stones shattered miserably.

    Yet, beyond the broken barrier lay another barrier.

    Again, layer after layer.

    The general-rank, realizing the multiple layers of barriers, opened his massive maw and roared.

    "Aaaaah!"

    In response, the evolved species ceased trying to break the barriers, instead opting to leap over them by climbing atop one another.

    They chose to cross rather than destroy.

    But, unfortunately for them, just as the evolved species reached the barrier's edge.

    Whoosh.

    Flames that sprouted like flowers from the air began cascading down the barrier.

    "Screeee!"

    "Raargh!"

    A burnt smell wafted as acrid smoke emanated all around.

    Creatures with low mana resistance began to burn alive.

    "Fire, boom, crackle..."

    The general-rank recognized the magic.

    He had encountered it in past battles against demi-humans.

    The raging flame continued to fill the interior of the barrier.

    If this went on, subordinates with low mana resistance would suffer severe damage.

    The order to conserve the troops would be impossible to fulfill.

    "Crackle, crackle. Danger..."

    Mana began seeping from the general-rank clinging to the pointed rock with his tail.

    There was so much mana that the air shimmered as if a mirage were rising from the ground.

    The ground close to the general-rank gradually turned muddy.

    Soon, a pool of water started forming on the once dirt- and gravel-covered land.

    The evolved species, attempting to leap over the barrier, changed direction and dove downward instead.

    They submerged themselves in the water to escape the flames.

    The general-rank, having altered the terrain to his advantage, intended to enter the water like his subordinates and lure in the attacker.

    But the moment he leapt from the rock he was standing on.

    A dazzling light exploded above him.

    "Aaaah!"

    Sensing the ominous approach, the general-rank twisted his body hastily in mid-air.

    And instinctively swung his arm.

    It was an excellent decision. Had he been even slightly slower, the lance enveloped in blue sparks would have pierced through his torso.

    However, he had only narrowly escaped a fatal danger.

    Overwhelmed by the unexpected force, the general-rank fell, and before he hit the ground, blue light spread around him.

    He jumped up and tried to escape, but his response was a moment too late.

    Zap, zap-!

    He was already enshrouded by the blue sparks.

    An unbearable heat poured from the sparks, intricately woven like a spider's web.

    He attempted to escape by charging forward with mana wrapped around his body.

    "Screee!"

    But he was mercilessly repelled each time.

    Even his incredibly sturdy scales were burned off.

    In a panic, the general-rank poured mana into the lightning net.

    He tried to interfere with and destroy the arrangement of the magic.

    But it yielded no results.

    For some reason, the mana was not moving according to his will.

    The general-rank realized he was trapped inside a tightly knit web of lightning.

    Almost simultaneously, a glass bottle, the size of a fist, dropped into a nearby pool of water with a plop.

    "Can't get out."

    Immediately after, an unfamiliar voice echoed from above.

    Tilting his head upward, the general-rank locked eyes with a human crouched atop the lightning net.

    Furious at the sight of the enemy, the general-rank opened his maw wide and roared.

    The human, however, barely glanced at the general-rank, nonchalantly jumping off the lightning net.

    Then, unexpectedly, began conversing with another unseen human.

    "Breaking through magic isn't that simple."

    "The last general-rank I encountered could break through the barrier and even set up a secondary one."

    "That creature must have undergone significant training. Besides, ordinary barriers aren't affected by interference, right? Successfully breaking through when interference sets in requires genuine skill. This guy doesn't seem to have that level of skill. His mana level is lower than K's... Breaking out on his own will be tough."

    "So you're saying some highly skilled ones could break out?"

    "It's entirely possible. It's quite astounding, but they have the intelligence to learn, you know. Among the Outsiders, there are those proficient in magic and those who aren't. It's the same thing."

    "Then how long do you think you can contain the traitor, besides the general-rank?"

    "That depends on their skills."

    "What about you?"

    "Despite the interference, I could break through in 1 to 2 minutes. While it's clear that they've put some effort into the arrangement, it's still a predictable structure..."

    "Aaaaargh!"

    Watching the humans chat leisurely, as if forgetting his existence, fury surged within him.

    "Kill the humans! Aaaah!"

    The general-rank threatened to tear the lightning net and escape.

    "Whoa, it really talks."

    However, the human standing outside the lightning net seemed utterly unconcerned, speaking in an incredibly indifferent tone.

    "Don't get all worked up. Once we've dealt with your lackeys, we'll play with you too."

    As he finished speaking, his hair fluttered in the wind.

    And splash!

    The subordinates hiding underwater struggled and flailed.

    Slick, slish-!

    Although invisible, a transparent blade began stirring the water.

    Eventually, the subordinates hiding underwater crawled onto land in a panic.

    The human standing face-to-face with the general-rank brandished a spear emitting a chilling spark.

    * * *

    Kim Yul's wind step proved useful in many ways.

    Especially when he took Yang Taeho and secured the air first, its usefulness doubled.

    With a bird's-eye view of the battlefield, Yang Taeho could employ the barrier magic more extensively, forming a single prison.

    "My barriers lose solidity once they get too distant, so they have limited utility."

    With Kim Yul acquiring flight-type magic, a variety of tactics became possible.

    The result allowed them to immobilize hundreds of evolved species.

    But that didn't mean the ensuing battle was easy.

    Many evolved species were still alive.

    "Firestorm and hellfire are 3rd rank, and Kim Yul's sword dance is 4th rank magic."

    The area-effect magics killed the evolved species with low resistance.

    Among them were a few 6-star evolved species.

    I personally witnessed the sight of creatures with six stars above their heads burning to death.

    "Resistance varies by creature."

    Thanks to the low mana resistance, certain evolved species were easy to handle.

    Yet, despite two consecutive area-effect magics, there were more living creatures than dead ones.

    "This is why dealing with strike teams presents a high level of difficulty."

    From now on, magic would serve only as a backup.

    Dealing with each remaining living evolved species required direct confrontation.

    "Sssiiigh!"

    That's when a 5-star evolved species, reminiscent of a water snake, lunged at me with its mouth gaping.

    I thrust the lance, covered in mana, straight into its maw.

    As a result, the tip of my spear protruded through the creature's head.

    "Gurgh!"

    Even with what should have been a fatal injury, the lengthy body, easily over ten meters long, attempted to coil around me.

    At that exact moment, a colossal hammer struck the creature's extended body right in the center.

    Boom-!

    With its leather and bones crushed, the evolved species' body split in two.

    In that brief interval, I retrieved my spear and swiftly moved towards Yang Taeho, who was raising his hammer.

    "Guhar!"

    I wasn't too late. I skewered the neck of the 6-star evolved species that was about to pounce on him from behind.

    It's as if we exchanged targets, helping each other out.

    Yang Taeho met my eyes and grinned, resting his hammer on his shoulder.

    His smile reminded me of the very first day in Bihar when he suddenly hugged me tight, with tears brimming in his eyes.

    Since then, he's been insistent, as if trying to repay his debt, which made me slightly uncomfortable.

    I shook my head and offered him some advice.

    "In a chaotic fight, make sure to prioritize your safety, hyung."

    "Aye, just had some spare time to watch out for our party leader."

    Yang Taeho responded in a bright voice, thrusting his shield towards an advancing evolved species.

    With a bang, an evolved species smashed its head against the shield and shook its head.

    Meanwhile, Yang Taeho's hammer crushed the creature.

    In that brief span, I stomped on the head of the 5-star species trying to burrow at my feet, squishing it flat.

    Then, I cleanly sliced the belly of another 5-star species lunging upwards.

    "You gentlemen can save the bromance for later. Focus on killing them first!"

    Kim Yul, momentarily left standing alone, yelled at us.

    In response, I simply hurled a short spear into the head of an evolved species pursuing him closely.

    We weren't carelessly leaving Kim Yul unguarded.

    I wasn't sure if it was a trait of those with wind attributes.

    But Kim Yul skillfully hunted, dodging the evolved species' attacks effortlessly, almost to an annoying degree.

    While his combat ability didn't surpass mine, his evasion skill was unmatched.

    Thanks to this, among us, his injury rate was the lowest.

    'If I and Taeho hyung hold the center as a pair, Kim Yul rotates on the side for surprise attacks.'

    That's our party's basic position when chaos breaks out.

    Eventually, diligently pressing on with the battle, the species came close to extinction.

    The fallen creatures covered the damp ground instead.

    Finally, after severing the neck of the last evolved species.

    Kim Yul promptly retrieved a pocket watch from his inventory and reported.

    "4 hours... 13 minutes!"

    I nodded, satisfied.

    We had dealt with hundreds of evolved species, even including 5 and 6-star ones, with just three combat personnel.

    It took roughly 4 hours, using a total of 12 high-rank potions.

    "The injuries were all minor."

    The use of potions was more about speeding up the recovery rate of attribute mana.

    None of the three sustained injuries severe enough to hinder combat.

    "We really rocked this!"

    Kim Yul seemed quite surprised by the result achieved against the evolved species.

    Indeed, it was a remarkable hunt.

    Although many special conditions needed to be considered.

    "Even considering all that, our combat power is much stronger than Bihar's High-Rank Knights."

    Not only abundant general mana compared to most knights but also attribute mana once exclusive to mages.

    Thanks to possessing two typically unobtainable conditions for a person.

    "A knight and a mage, you're producing the power of two people on your own."

    "Isn't this like being a one-man army?"

    While initially meant to describe valor more than numbers.

    "The concept is similar."

    Instead of pointing it out, I agreed.

    There had been a few days of lull before a new main scenario, and during that time, Kim Yul, along with Yang Taeho, began studying basic knowledge and history.

    After that, he noticeably tried to show that he had learned something new, so I played along, supporting his learning process.

    The more he practiced using it, the more he'd want to learn.

    "We might just crush this upcoming scenario!"

    "No problem at all. If it's our party leader, he'll get it done."

    With his spirits lifted, Kim Yul hummed a tune, and Yang Taeho echoed his excitement.

    Meanwhile, I turned my eyes away from the two, scanning the now-empty surroundings.

    The power a player with a gold rank could showcase was quite impressive.

    But watching all that power didn't put me entirely at ease.

    Because this impressive power would be the limit most players could reach.

    'If your body transforms to a gold rank, you've essentially reached the ordinary peak of what a Biharin can achieve.'

    Few among the players would advance to this higher stage.

    Having barely surpassed the magic level of 500 million now, I was the proof.

    Without employing irregular methods, possessing more mana than me at this stage seemed impossible.

    Unlike the mana from monster hunting, which gets divided and absorbed among party members, player-killed mana absorption is exclusive to the individual.

    "Even after clearing out the human trafficking organization, I absorbed quite a bit yet just reached 500 million."

    I am an irregular, having deviated from the normal growth route, yet even so, just barely 500 million mana.

    It's a number that shouldn't be termed "barely," yet can only be seen as barely enough.

    Seeing this, it made it clear that the 10 billion mana required for the platinum rank wasn't an achievable number for everyone.
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    "If I equate mana to money, it feels more realistic."

    Every time I captured a monster, it was like earning a few thousand, tens of thousands, or at most, hundreds of thousands of won.

    With this basic premise, how many people could manage to secure a fund of 10 billion?

    As long as spending through the shop existed, there wouldn't be many players who could accumulate 10 billion mana in this game.

    "Most regular players halt their growth at the Gold Rank."

    With a completed Gold Rank body, they upgrade the software like mana and magic little by little.

    "That's the limit most people will face, I guess."

    But I had no intention of stopping here.

    "From now on, I need to rival those above, like Horfe, Rashar, and Gretman, who are in a completely different realm."

    Only then could I hunt the monsters they were in charge of, like counts or corps commanders.

    I gritted my teeth, scraping together mana to become a Platinum Rank or find another way.

    My keen eyes swept across the battlefield filled with carcasses of the Evolved Species.

    But it lasted only a moment.

    I took a deep breath, my eyes closing.

    "I can't rush it, either."

    Slowly, but surely.

    "Kaaooo!"

    As soon as I steadied my mind, a sudden sound reached my ears.

    It was a monster's cry, tinged with grief and frustration.

    Turning to the direction of the sound, I saw a general-rank monster crying out, trapped in the magic I had cast.

    "It's been so loud since earlier; it's driving me nuts."

    Seeing the general-rank, Ahel, who was squatting next to it with his hands propping his chin, suddenly spoke up.

    Beside him lay the carcasses of several Evolved Species, which seemed to be the work of Berta, who was shaking blackened hands free of black blood.

    As I approached them, Berta, delighted, clambered up onto my shoulder.

    While I materialized water mana to wash off Berta's hands, Ahel gestured toward the general-rank.

    "Right?"

    "... Seems so."

    Giving a plain response, I noticed Yang Taeho and Kim Yul also gathering in the same place.

    "Are you going to capture it directly?"

    Kim Yul asked while wiping off the black blood smeared on the relic dagger I gave him.

    I shook my head and met the glaring eyes of the general-rank head-on.

    All it could do was stare at me with fiery red eyes.

    The general-rank was currently trapped inside my "Lightning Prison".

    A 5th-ranked magic that I succeeded in adding to my status window two days ago.

    I inspected the Lightning Prison that had contained the general-rank for over four hours.

    'The power's weakened.'

    Initially, even approaching the lightning burned its scales to black.

    Now, it merely left a bit of scorch. It seemed the duration was reaching its end...

    'Should I infuse more mana into maintaining the form?'

    As I adjusted the mana array with my eyes and senses, the Lightning Prison emitted heat once more.

    For prolonged use, mana levels had to be adjusted right from the initial materialization phase.

    As I examined the mana array of the Lightning Prison, Kim Yul approached unnoticed, speaking.

    "This is that magic stored in my dagger, right?"

    "Yeah."

    "What did you just do? The sparks have intensified again."

    "Mana replenishment."

    "A charging concept?"

    "You could see it that way."

    "Different from sword dance..."

    "That focuses on one-time consumption."

    For area-effect magics like the sword dance or the flame storm, the mana turnover rate is incredibly high.

    It consumes fuel as fast as it's injected.

    Putting in a lot at once amplifies the range and power of the magic.

    On the other hand, the Lightning Prison stores the initially injected mana, releasing it steadily and at a constant rate.

    You can adjust the quantity and speed of mana consumption by expanding or contracting the scale of the magic.

    However, increasing mana input does not inherently increase its power.

    "Hmph... Is this the structure maintaining its form? Or not? It's ambiguous without knowing the whole structure..."

    Until now, he had been preoccupied with materializing mana, but it seemed the structure was starting to catch his eye.

    I explained to Kim Yul what I had learned from Ahel.

    Upon hearing the mana consumption of the Lightning Prison during that explanation, Kim Yul asked stiffly.

    "Wait, how much does it take to initially materialize?"

    "About 42,000... no, 43,000."

    "Whoa."

    He gasped, tongue-tied.

    "I thought the sword dance was wild, but this eats more? As expected, 5th grade..."

    Higher-grade magic generally demands greater quantities of mana.

    There's a hundred units required to materialize a 1st-grade Mana Detection and a thousand units for a 2nd-grade Barrier.

    As you ascend to 3rd or 4th grade, the mana requirement skyrockets into the thousands, and the 5th-grade magic, firestorm, demands a staggering 100,000 mana.

    The Lightning Prison, constantly sparking amidst blue light, was no exception.

    "These greedy mana hogs..."

    Even for me, who exceeded 50,000 attribute mana after sweeping up attribute stones in past auctions, it was a burdensome number.

    Though, there were no complaints.

    "The power is undeniable."

    There was no doubt about the efficacy of the firestorm or the newly acquired Lightning Prison.

    The review after properly using the Lightning Prison was satisfactory.

    'Couldn't test it accurately due to burning all the ordinary Evolved Species.'

    Thanks to the appearance of the general-rank, I could verify the magic's effect more precisely.

    'Not bad.'

    With this, it seemed the magic could be used defensively when confronting strong ones.

    It was as if a substitute for the Barrier had emerged when facing general-rank opponents.

    'Though the naming is poor, it's a magic that can restrain and protect.'

    In addition, unlike typical Barrier magic, it had the ability to disrupt any mana movement within the prison.

    No matter how much the trapped opponent rampages with mana, breaking free with magnetic force would be nearly impossible.

    Though the mana requirement for its execution was slightly burdensome,

    I intended to keep increasing attribute mana, so it wouldn't remain a problem for long.

    As I summarized the power of the Lightning Prison, Yang Taeho and Kim Yul were engrossed in observing the general-rank.

    "This one must've consumed water mana or something, right? I wonder what kind of magic it possesses. Could it be the one that made the swamp over there?"

    "Most likely. Every time I face general-ranks, it's so stressful. Unlike in regular games, their patterns aren't fixed... No matter the age of individuality, do we really have to respect even the individuality of monsters?"

    I couldn't help but chuckle, seeing the two squatting in front of the Lightning Prison like Ahel.

    Back when I was at Silver Rank, merely encountering a general-rank put my life at risk.

    Now, I was chatting and observing a trapped general-rank monster in this display.

    "It feels a bit like watching a caged beast in a zoo."

    How many people would even believe me if I explained this scenario?

    It was such an unrealistic sight that such thoughts came naturally.

    Of course, I didn't dwell on such trivial thoughts for long.

    After all, Kim Yul had thrown another question my way.

    "You said general ranks bring Evolved Species from corrupted areas to form special units?"

    I nodded at Kim Yul's question.

    General ranks, whose egos rapidly develop, form their own squads or special units with Evolved Species tailored to their preferences.

    "The one with spatial mana gathered only five-star Evolved Species."

    This one seemed to broadly gather diverse Evolved Species capable of underwater warfare without regard for advancement stages.

    This resulted in monsters susceptible to three or four-star area-effect magics.

    "Then they do closely resemble their superiors."

    "Indeed."

    "Not being able to foresee the general-rank's card is annoying, but if more general-rank entities appear on the battlefield, we'll have headaches in many ways."

    I understood Yang Taeho's worries, but

    being bogged down in that thought didn't mean we'd do nothing.

    "Before that, we must become more adept. In many ways."

    After briefly wrapping up the conversation, I gestured to the two squatting in front of the Lightning Prison.

    "It's time to wrap up here."

    Having checked the Lightning Prison's power, it was time to move on to the next step.

    "Are you taking it down alone? Should we step back?"

    That would be troublesome.

    "It's not often we get the chance to gain combat experience against an 8-Star general rank."

    Shouldn't I at least have the skills to face three or four general ranks alone?

    'Even knowing Kerak's dangers.'

    That wasn't a reason to exclude party members from combat.

    Members should be on the battlefield with me, not hiding in my protection.

    "We can pull back the moment it uses Kerak."

    Unless an 8-Star general-rank used Kerak, I had no intent to remove them from combat for safety.

    "Exclude offensive magic and instead rely on physical combat. Utilize body techniques and weapon skills, using magic sparingly as support."

    "Understood."

    "Got it."

    With general-ranks, lower-ranked magics simply didn't work.

    Thus, we must continually gain experience in physical combat for when magic fails us.

    "The disturbance within the Lightning Prison likely drained some of its mana, too."

    This presented a perfect opportunity to gain combat experience without reliance on magic.

    I signaled to Yang Taeho.

    Taking his step forward, Kim Yul utilized his wind step to position himself behind the general-rank.

    Finally, I readjusted my spear as I dismantled the Lightning Prison array.

    "Kaaargh!"

    The Lightning Prison vanished, and the towering 2-meter-tall 8-Star general-rank let out a savage roar.

    Yet it didn't immediately charge us. Instead, it rolled its blood-red eyes around us cautiously.

    In particular, it appeared wary of Kim Yul, who had secured its rear while ceaselessly waving its tail.

    Splashes echoed as its tail moved, causing water to ripple in nearby puddles.

    Perhaps it was all the more cautious due to its decimated followers, but,

    I had no intention of prolonging this standoff.

    "Hyung."

    The basic intangible magic attract for tanks was activated immediately.

    The general rank's attention promptly fixed onto Yang Taeho.

    I closely observed that scene.

    "Attract is only a 1st-tier magic, yet it always seems effective."

    It's not just Attract. Mana Detection is also a 1st-tier magic, yet it reliably reveals monster positions.

    Perhaps it's because they lack any physical impact?

    Could the fact that 1st-tier magics are classified as skills in the status window play a role?

    "Magic studies are filled with contradictions upon closer inspection."

    Before pondering deeper into these contradictions, Yang Taeho taunted the general rank with his hammer striking his shield.

    "Do I look delectable? Quickly, come here."

    To the general rank's eyes, Yang Taeho likely appeared like a delicious meal.

    Thanks to an increase in Yang Taeho's magic proficiency, it found the attract so irresistible it likely couldn't resist responding.

    "Kaaooo! I'll devour you!"

    Despite hesitating in place several times, it ultimately roared and charged forward.

    The softened ground, saturated with water, caved under its rushing pressure.

    Boom.

    Within an eye-blink, closing the slight distance between them, the general-rank collided with Yang Taeho's mana-fortified shield.

    Both beings' feet got deeply implanted into the ground.

    The general-rank seized the shield with both hands, using its long tail to strike at Yang Taeho beyond.

    Yet Yang Taeho exerted pressure on the evolving species instead of engaging in a brute force contest, slightly lowering his torso.

    Consequently, the balance of power between Yang Taeho and the general rank shifted, the shield angling steeper.

    The tail initially descending toward Yang Taeho's head slipped futilely along the inclined shield surface.

    "Indeed, his shield techniques are flawless."

    I capitalized on the opportunity Yang Taeho created without delay.

    Piercing the flank of the general rank with my spear.

    As it released the shield to block my spear, striking out horizontally,

    Kim Yul, who had been waiting for the moment, launched a sudden attack.

    The general-rank swiftly whipped its tail behind itself after bouncing off the shield.

    "Kyaaah! I'm gonna kill it!"

    A grating noise echoed as though two metal-like masses collided.

    A signal that Kim Yul's dagger couldn't penetrate the general rank's scales and deflected away.

    With my spear gripped in both hands, I thrust it forward.

    Luckily, unlike Kim Yul, my spear managed to pierce through the general rank's scales.

    But the penetration was shallower than expected. Just a slight dip.

    "I intended to gouge it out altogether."

    The general rank I faced now seemed to have slightly tougher skin than those encountered before.

    I withdrew the spear embedded in the general rank, pulling the shaft sideways.

    Then, with such speed, it was barely visible to the naked eye, I swung it sideways with force.

    "If it cannot be cut, it can be broken."
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    Detecting my intentions, Yang Taeho stepped forward and swung his hammer grandly.

    "You'd be disappointed if you forgot me!"

    Kim Yul, who was also aiming for the neck, joined in, and my spear struck directly at the knee of the general-rank enemy.

    Thud.

    The impact sound was crisp and delivered the sensation of bone shattering vividly through the spear's shaft.

    "Kyaaah!"

    The general-rank enemy, whose leg bent in an odd direction, staggered.

    At the same time, Yang Taeho's hammer embedded itself in the side of the general-rank enemy.

    Even while being struck from multiple directions, it swung its arms and tail menacingly.

    In the process, both Kim Yul and I received some minor scratches.

    Fortunately, there was no pathogen message.

    "Over here too!"

    Just then, Yang Taeho charged swiftly with a shield at the forefront.

    With a thud, he pushed the general-rank enemy further.

    He drove the enemy to choose blocking with the shield rather than evading it.

    Despite a broken leg, the general-rank enemy endured Yang Taeho's force.

    In that brief moment, a gentle breeze began to blow.

    Soon, Kim Yul's Spirit, which had been lingering in the air, swooped down suddenly.

    In the right hand was the artifact dagger I'd given, while the left hand held his usual dagger.

    Wind surged strongly around him, armed with daggers of differing lengths in reverse grips.

    'Storm.'

    This was the change brought about by the accumulated attribute mana from combining both the wind-type enhancement and water-type elements into the dagger.

    It was the same principle as the sparks when I infused lightning mana into my spear.

    Observing Kim Yul's movements, I thrust my spear over Yang Taeho's left shoulder.

    The general-rank enemy, pretending to throw off the shield, lifted a hand urgently.

    Too close to Yang Taeho to use attribute mana effectively, I wrapped regular red mana around the spear, which then bounced off the enemy's nails.

    While the general-rank enemy was tangled with the shield and spear, Kim Yul twisted his body in mid-air to avoid the tail aimed at his chest.

    Then, reaching for the tail, he sliced it outright.

    A tempestuous wind whipped around, making it hard to keep eyes open.

    Following that wind, black blood spread everywhere.

    The half of Kim Yul's body was drenched in black blood as a result of being hit by the enemy's kick.

    The sound of the solid impact resonated, flinging Kim Yul back.

    Yet, his expression was bright.

    "I got it!"

    Indeed, the tail of the general-rank enemy had been cut off.

    Black blood was gushing from the completely severed end.

    Taking one of the enemy's attack methods away was a remarkable achievement.

    However, the story changed as the flowing blood began to coagulate.

    Witnessing the monster's blood move, I shouted instinctively.

    "Back off!"

    Without any hesitation, Kim Yul and Yang Taeho instantly distanced themselves from the general-rank enemy.

    In that gap, the black-colored blood filled the vacant tail area.

    It resembled both a tentacle and a whip.

    Although unlike anything I'd seen before, it was undoubtedly Kerak.

    Observing Kerak twisting uncontrollably, I narrowed my eyes and watched keenly.

    'Using it later than expected.'

    Had I been in the general rank enemy's position, I would have attacked using Kerak right away.

    But the creature started using Kerak only after accumulating several wounds.

    This prompted a hypothesis.

    'Perhaps there's a condition for using Kerak.'

    Perhaps its life points had to drop, or wounds needed to be present, or some such condition.

    It wasn't strange given that the Order's statistical reports lacked detail.

    To compile statistics like this, data needs to be gathered from various regions, which isn't easy.

    'It's not like there's a widespread internet.'

    Under such circumstances, deriving statistics wouldn't be accurate.

    Players exchanging detailed information probably provided more reliable insights.

    Now that the general-rank enemy had unveiled Kerak, we couldn't afford the luxury of coordinating leisurely.

    "Hyung, get behind me; Kim Yul, engage in long-range throwing."

    I instructed the position changes and took the forefront.

    From here on, their role was to support me as I faced forward.

    I called upon attribute mana, carefully saved for moments like this.

    The general-rank enemy seemed to have somewhat recovered mana and immediately began preparing magic.

    About 20 minutes later, after enduring three infections and purifications, the battle concluded.

    "Keekk, keekk..."

    The general-rank enemy that had been persistently beaten by me dragged itself, mashed up, across the floor.

    Now reduced merely to exhaling, it was only a matter of severing the neck of the fallen general.

    Yet, instead of striking with my spear, I hesitated briefly.

    "Hyung?"

    Kim Yul, who had landed on the ground, tilted his head at my pause.

    Without answering the call, I withdrew my spear and lowered myself.

    Lifting the general-rank enemy's arm amidst a watery surrounding that still kicked up dust from being thoroughly beaten until its muscles and bones were shattered.

    Consequently, the arm could only dangle, barely trailing my movement.

    While pondering whether to kill the tattered general-rank enemy, I briefly pondered.

    Retrieving a familiar glass bottle from the inventory, I spoke.

    "Ahel, do potions work on this creature as well?"

    The question might have seemed strange, but Ahel answered without questioning the curiosity of my intention.

    "Of course. Potions are made by compressing life force, which is mana."

    Perhaps Ahel realized my intentions without having to ask.

    "You should set the bone and feed them for proper bonding," he advised in acknowledgment.

    Affirming Ahel's answer, I grabbed the potion vial and firmly gripped the general-rank enemy's neck.

    'This is the first encounter with an 8-star general rank.'

    There was no guarantee I'd encounter another 8-star general-rank enemy.

    Seeing the attribute window naturally led to many thoughts in such a scenario.

    Trait: Capitalism, adaptability, tenacity, Purification (lv.3 - 31.83%)

    During the three infections and purifications, mastery increased by nearly 10%.

    'Ending it here seems wasteful.'

    In an era where even trash is recycled, why not recycle the creature?

    Ordinary players couldn't afford to use potions on creatures because of their cost.

    I, however, no longer had to fret over potion expenses.

    'Even the discount rate is 11%.'

    Hence, I smiled slyly as I locked eyes with the general-rank enemy.

    "Can you endure more?"

    "K-kkeek...?"

    Shivering began in the eyes of the creature, barely exhaling breath before death.

    * * *

    There were a total of three training sessions carried out against the 8-star general-rank enemy.

    During the final session, the general hardly used Kerak at all.

    This confirmed suspicions into certainty.

    'There's definitely a condition for usage.'

    The exact principle was unclear, but it appeared there were constraints on using blood as a means.

    The duration was a maximum of 40 minutes, and there was a cool-down of up to 3 hours.

    Upon striking again post another 3-hour interval with Kerak, he could only maintain it for 5 minutes.

    'It seems not fully charged.'

    It was uncertain whether this peculiar behavior was exclusive to the encountered entity or generalized to others as well.

    Querying whether statistical data related to this existed within the Order was necessary.

    'Though it probably doesn't exist.'

    Yet, I had to check.

    'If it doesn't exist, I'll create it.'

    For now, transforming suspicion into certainty was a substantial achievement.

    Moreover, increasing the purification trait mastery by nearly 20% using a single creature speaks volumes.

    It suffices to say I've extracted every obtainable gain from this encounter.

    "Hoo."

    Stood on the fallen general-rank enemy, I vented by shaking the wet hair off my head.

    Glancing down my arm, I noticed the mottled mess of skin—naturally, it caught my gaze.

    Embedding Kerak whip by the general-rank enemy created these spots.

    Interspersed among those spots were lacerations where the skin had been torn.

    'Once back on Earth, I'll have to wear long sleeves.'

    Going around with bare arms would certainly worry my family.

    Containing a shallow sigh, I flicked the slightly tingling sensation left in my arms.

    Kim Yul, approaching me, slyly struck up a conversation.

    "Should I wake that thing if you're going to do more?"

    Brief deliberation led me to shake my head.

    It was impossible to continue this endlessly.

    Given the general-rank enemy had fallen unconscious.

    'There's no guarantee waking it would make it rise.'

    It seemed its capacity to deploy Kerak had reached its end.

    Time to wrap things up.

    "Let's wrap up and move on."

    With that, I drove the spear directly into the head of the unconscious general-rank enemy.

    「You have successfully eliminated the enemy. 267,261 corrupted mana is absorbed.」

    Frowning at the multitude of messages alike, it was clear the absorbed mana amount comfortably exceeded 250,000—yet this was all.

    'Still no mention of attribute mana content.'

    I had slain quite a few general-rank entities, but never once had I absorbed attribute mana.

    Even when it somewhat matched my attribute, I handed the kill to party members.

    Nothing special resulted from it.

    'It seems I can't absorb it because the attribute doesn't align precisely.'

    If so, this means the attribute mana from previously slain general-rank entities simply vanished.

    'It's regrettable to the point of tearing up.'

    Encountering a general-rank enemy with an aligned attribute is nearly impossible.

    There are thousands of types of attribute mana.

    Among mages, it is widely held that beyond those categorized attributes, others likely exist.

    The mana tree essentially organizes and assesses witnessed elements up to now.

    It wouldn't surprise anyone if undiscovered attribute mana exists.

    Out of the vast array, the likelihood of meeting a creature possessing exactly the same lightning attribute as mine is slim.

    'You can't let it live just because the attribute doesn't match.'

    The concern I pondered before today's hunt pertained to this.

    'If general-rank attribute mana could also be dropped as an item,'

    then it could be saved and later traded with a player sharing the same attribute.

    'Since it wasn't bought from a shop, there's no discount to apply.'

    Such items could even be listed at auction.

    Once dropped, it would likely spur exchange and trade among players.

    'Honestly, it's more beneficial to use than to discard general-rank attribute mana.'

    Even when I took down the Zhang Tianyu recently, that attribute mana was too precious to waste.

    'Magma.'

    In theoretical magic studies, it's ranked highest among the four divisions.

    In terms of rank, it's akin to a 4.5-grade attribute.

    'It's not 5-grade, but too ambiguous to simply categorize as 4-grade.'

    Due to the inclusion of the wind element in the molten state of magma.

    'Primarily containing oxygen and also carbon dioxide.'

    These elements don't qualify as free-roaming wind in the world.

    This is why wind-based attributes branched out separately in the attribute mana tree.

    'As Ahel said, oxygen is essential for fire to burn.'

    Nevertheless, Biharin mages distinctly separated fire and wind.

    'Having oxygen doesn't equate to being wind.'

    For wind, a pressure difference, influenced by temperature, is necessary.

    'These elements rank under 2nd-grade attributes as the fundamental 1st-grade attributes.'

    The philosophy in magic suggests that all living forms inherently possess these 1st-grade attributes.

    'However, 1st-grade attributes are too feeble to have a tangible form like 2nd-grade.'

    This is the fundamental reason magical academia describes unmarked mana as 1st-grade.

    Strictly speaking, those with 1st-grade mana aren't devoid of attributes.

    It's simply so indistinguishable it doesn't stand out overtly.

    According to such theory, magma containing well-balanced components of oxygen, carbon dioxide, fire, earth, and hydrogen stands high in ranking.

    'Only a handful of accounts recorded,'

    rarer even than the lightning-type resonance documented nearly a hundred times.

    Having relinquished such a valuable trait seems utterly forlorn.

    'Regardless of how many times considered, the conclusion remains the same.'

    Implementing a system where deceased entities' attribute mana is dropped would aid the players.

    Intending to propose such an idea to the Damned System seemed wise.

    I cleared my thoughts, as usual, when reclaiming my spear.

    "Ah, it's really over now?"

    Kim Yul, stretching with relief, sheathed the dagger at his waist.

    "That was quite long, wasn't it?"

    Yang Taeho, likewise, attached the shield on his back, loosening his tensions.

    "Truth be told, it seemed like he pitied it halfway through."

    "Nothing deserving pity."

    In a world where there's nothing pitiable, it's ludicrous to feel sorry for a creature harboring intentions of devouring humanity.

    Replying casually to Kim Yul's words, I pivoted the discussion.

    "By the way, Kim Yul."

    "Yes?"

    Now wasn't the time to debate trivial matters like sympathy for creatures.

    Analyzing and addressing the shortcomings found in the recent battle seemed more pertinent.

    "You still swing your dagger short."

    "Ugh."

    Kim Yul flinched at the blunt criticism.

    Damned System
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    Chapter 201

    Chapter 201. A Day on the Battlefield (5)

    "Just because your weapon is short, does that make your arm short too? How long has it been since this issue was pointed out, yet it's still the same?"

    "Well, bad habits aren't something you can just fix overnight..."

    Kim Yul murmured as his lips pouted.

    Of course, he shut his mouth immediately when I turned my head and glared at him.

    "... I'll try to pay more attention."

    "Of course, you should."

    Next up was Yang Taeho.

    "You're the same, hyung. The hit rate is lower than expected. It looked like it was barely hitting 70%."

    "Hmm..."

    "Especially when targeting joints, the failure rate is high. How much has your blunt weapon skill improved?"

    "Uh, it's improved by 3% since last week..."

    During the battle, I wasn't just swinging my spear and killing monsters.

    It was also my responsibility to assess the combat capabilities of my party members and point out any bad habits they had.

    Observing both of them become unusually quiet, I crossed my arms and tapped my foot.

    'It seems like both might have gotten a bit complacent since they became Gold rank.'

    It's not something incomprehensible. The body of a Gold rank is extraordinary.

    Sometimes, it feels like you're omnipotent, capable of achieving anything.

    But you must not become intoxicated by that feeling.

    'Becoming content like that leads to quick decline.'

    I had no intention of letting my party members fall behind.

    "Starting today, we'll add personal training during watch duty."

    At this point, I was also pushing myself in my training to transition from Mana Control, which I had maxed out at 99.99%, to Mana Domination.

    Let's give the two of them a slightly tighter training schedule as well.

    With a tone that left no room for disagreement, Yang Taeho let out a groan.

    Meanwhile, Kim Yul, who had his mouth opened wide, objected urgently.

    "Hyung, isn't this being way too inconsiderate?"

    "Inconsiderate?"

    "It's inconsiderate to expect us to meet the same level of standards you hold! We should get some rest during watch duty, shouldn't we?"

    As Kim Yul shouted in frustration, Yang Taeho, who had been silent, nodded earnestly beside him.

    I looked at them alternately in disbelief.

    Had they really formed an alliance to protest against my decision after only a few days of seeming camaraderie?

    If I'd known they'd join forces like this to oppose me, I wouldn't have bothered trying to improve our relationship. I would have just left things as they were.

    At the very least, I wasn't going to allow any behavior that contradicted my decisions within the party.

    Such insubordinate behavior needed to be nipped in the bud from the start.

    I tilted my head slightly, maintaining my arms crossed.

    "And?"

    "And what?"

    "Are you saying you can't do it?"

    "As if!"

    Kim Yul, who seemed ready to unleash a retort, faltered upon meeting my gaze directly.

    "As if?"

    "As if, of course, I'll do it and do it earnestly."

    Fortunately, this time they gave the answer I wanted.

    Satisfied, as I uncrossed my arms, I heard Yang Taeho mutter under his breath.

    "Geez, all that talk about achieving something big, but in the end... nothing different from me."

    Kim Yul glared at him with sharp eyes and whispered.

    "At least I tried to fight for our freedom?"

    "Such a great effort there."

    "What did you just say? Are you mocking me?"

    Watching the two of them bicker openly, I chuckled to myself.

    It seemed they had indeed formed some sort of alliance without my knowledge.

    They must have realized today how pointless that was.

    I was about to wrap up and move on when a chat message arrived.

    - Lily: K, the strategy schedule has been set.

    The message from Lily surprised me slightly.

    As I quickly reviewed our existing plans in response to the message.

    "Looks like."

    "Huh?"

    I spoke to the still-quarreling party members.

    "We need to pick up the pace a bit more."

    As mentioned before, I wouldn't allow any behavior that went against my decisions in the party.

    * * *

    The main scenario Chapter 6, which began about a week ago, was entirely the player's responsibility.

    The Order's forces did not enter the corrupted area included in the main scenario's contributions calculations.

    As a result, it was true that there was more mana available for players to absorb in the areas previously bypassed.

    However, there was also a downside to this.

    "Damn it all!"

    Crash, crash-crash!

    Urgent cries intermingled with the massive tremor that made it almost impossible to stand still.

    During the purification of a six-star corrupted area, monsters suddenly started gathering in one location.

    The number of monsters assembling beneath the gentle slope already well-exceeded ten thousand at a glance.

    Their mere presence was daunting.

    The monsters regulated their breath as if refining their battle lines, then charged forward.

    "We have to stop them!"

    "Who doesn't know that?! If we can't hold them back, everyone here will die!"

    "Tanker, tankers!"

    Clouds of thick dust rose up as if a tidal wave was sweeping in.

    Faced with the overwhelming scene ahead, Anata's complexion grew pale.

    'Perhaps, is purifying the six-star corrupted area impossible for players alone?'

    It wasn't particularly challenging for players to purify four or five-star corrupted areas.

    With parties banding together to form large clans, two or three clans entering a five-star corrupted area would suffice to clear it.

    However, the six-star corrupted area where Anata stood was not a place that a mere party or clan could purify on their own.

    MISSION

    「Purification of Corrupted Area ★★★★★★ (08-1633785)」

    Exterminate all enemies within a certain range and destroy Messeo.

    • Messeo(2/79)

    「Reward」

    Choose one of the following rewards:

    • Mana 160, reputation 8

    • Attribute Mana 80, reputation 16

    ※ This corrupted area is included in the contribution calculations for Act 1, chapter 6 of the main scenario.

    The indicated level was Level 8, making it the main stage for the main scenario.

    The number of monsters stationed there ranged from the hundreds of thousands to potentially millions.

    Players now had to solve a place once cleared with scores of troops and needed help.

    Voices of concern arose from all directions.

    This was the reason why the Players' Association got actively involved in the issue of the six-star corrupted area.

    After a full day's discussion, the association reached an agreement and announced a straightforward plan:

    The purification of low-grade corrupted areas would be left to individual parties' discretion as it is now.

    However, parties wishing to participate in the purification of six-star corrupted areas would gather at the designated location announced by the association by the given date.

    The order to tackle the existing six-star corrupted areas in various locations was also determined.

    Anata's party decided to follow that directive, arriving at the appointed western assembly point on the designated date.

    Even at this location alone, thousands of players had gathered.

    Heading toward the center with Messeo step by step meant at least tens of thousands of players would be gathered near the six-star corrupted area.

    So it seemed purification missions themselves weren't too difficult, thinking this way.

    Seeing the monstrous hordes surge like a tidal wave revealed how naive that thinking was.

    Anata's mind turned utterly blank, raising a question in self-reflection.

    'Why am I even here?'

    A few months had passed since being dragged into this life-or-death game with monsters.

    Anata bore a sense of duty until just moments ago.

    Determined to prevent the looming disaster from reaching Earth.

    To stop these monsters from crossing into her world, threatening her family, nation, and the planet.

    She wanted to secure the Gold rank in this scenario and protect Earth.

    Indeed, there was a selfish hope for a prosperous life on Earth with spoils obtained from Bihar.

    But none of these aspirations remained now.

    "Ah..."

    The sight before her eyes stripped her mental faculties, rendering sophisticated thoughts pointless in mere moments.

    Anata stared blankly at the scene unfolding before her, like a soulless doll.

    "Barrier!"

    Just then, with a voice calling out, gigantic rocks began to shoot up from the front, climbing like bamboo after rain.

    Recovered with a jolt, Anata glanced around.

    "We're saved!"

    "Use this time to reorganize the ranks! General players, fall back and ready for melee combat!"

    "Elements, air attribute types get ready now!"

    Before the cries from players affiliated with the association subsided, a crash followed by a crunching sound was heard.

    The monsters charging forward collided with the large barrier constructed by the tankers.

    At that moment, Anata noticed something odd.

    The barrier made by the rock attribute tankers was irregular.

    It wasn't constructed densely in a narrow area but arranged in a manner reminiscent of a labyrinth over a wide expanse.

    Why did they use magic like this?

    The answer to that question came soon enough.

    "They're coming through the front!"

    Some of the monsters spearheading the attack broke through the sparse barrier made by the tankers.

    "Ah."

    It was to scatter the monsters.

    So the barrier wouldn't crumble all at once, allowing the monsters from beyond to surge in.

    To have monsters coming through the maze-like barrier spread out.

    'The association didn't merely assemble the players.'

    They were orchestrating the battle itself.

    Upon realizing this, Anata felt hope rekindle as she firmly grasped her sword.

    Unfortunately, as someone without an attribute, she didn't get a chance to shine.

    Swish, swish!

    Somewhere, a gust of wind began slicing through the monsters breaching the barrier.

    Multiple players poured sequential magic, allowing a tremendous number of monsters to perish.

    The carcasses of the monsters piled high enough that there was hardly any room to step.

    "W-What?"

    However, why were there seemed to be more monsters appearing instead of fewer ones?

    The eyes of Anata trembled as she stabbed and killed a monster approaching after luckily avoiding the magic.

    It was no mere illusion. The monsters, which should have decreased, were instead accumulating evermore.

    The monsters were squeezing through the walls set by the tankers in endless streams.

    "Is the area attack magic not ready yet?"

    "Huh?! My mana hasn't recharged yet!"

    "Do you know how hard spellcraft is?!"

    Most of the players who had already unleashed area magic were now in depleted states.

    Even if mana were to recover, time was still required to reconstitute the magics.

    Given the sheer number of monsters increasing, even killing these creatures one by one was no longer viable.

    'We have to slay at least dozens per person at this stage.'

    When the power gap becomes that wide, tactics and strategy become moot.

    Even the person burdened with directing the battle at the western assembly point acknowledged that much.

    Thus, with a stern expression, he opened his mouth to speak.

    "Withdraw, we need to... Agh!"

    Before he could finish his words, a black worm-like entity emerged, piercing through his chest.

    Examining closely, something stood beside the player.

    A diminutive stature at waist height.

    Its length appeared 4 to 5 meters, resembling a whip for an appendage.

    A muzzle protruding slightly like that of a monkey.

    A rough visual of thick fur entered view immediately.

    And at last, those familiar red-eye sockets devoid of any pupil peculiar to monsters.

    "General rank!"

    An insistent general-rank monster flaunting a plaque boasting eight stars suddenly appeared.

    This general wasn't the only one.

    Amid numerous ordinary monsters, nearly twenty generals of the seven-star class began surfacing.

    "How could it be, this sudden...?"

    Surely, players proficient in detection-type magic were constantly observing the situation.

    How did these many generals manage to close in undetected?

    Too flustered, Anata didn't notice all the seven-star generals pairing off, holding something.

    She wasn't afforded the luxury to focus on such details in the first place.

    Slap-!

    "What...?"

    Right then, the sound of something tearing through the air reached her ears.

    After a brief interval, the figure of a player several steps ahead of Anata began splitting apart.

    Barely blinking, Anata saw red blood gushing out from the bifurcated player's body like a fountain.

    "Too weak, kururuk, move aside quickly."

    The 8-star general at the forefront spoke human language, yet the words failed to register on her ears.

    That preceding sight still lingered, muddling understanding.

    It didn't seem like the 8-star general planned to wait until Anata grasped the situation.

    The way its arm rose like a whip surely meant.

    Raising its arm, another slapping, tearing sound echoed in succession.

    This time, Anata recognized it explicitly as the sound of a person being torn apart.

    As Anata staggered backward, she inadvertently fell, leaving her seated pathetically.

    The result was already decided from this moment—having seen morale plummet.

    A callous voice came as someone threw the verbal switch.

    "You fools, retreat!"

    The players present started abandoning their posts one after another.

    Suddenly recalling the futility of clashing with generals while at the Silver rank state.

    "We must prevent them from reaching the Silver ranks!"

    In the scramble for survival, the Gold ranks swiftly moved forward to face the generals, raising their weapons assertively.

    However, the situation could hardly be any grimmer.

    Among the gold ranks, merely six or so bore association emblems, while the others retreated with the Silver ranks.

    "I'm out of mana!"

    "Anyway, magic doesn't work much against them!"

    "Take one hit if you must to get in close!"

    "Why's it coming this way?!"

    "The disparity in numbers is against us, we should retreat!"

    As disputes arose between those staying to fight and those seeking escape.

    Seated at her post, trembling frightfully, Anata plunged into despair once again.

    'Assigning one person per creature hardly assures victory.'

    Having freshly learned the dismal meaning of utter darkness, she reached the point where confusion overtakes vision.

    The general raised its arm to strike again.

    Anata, almost in a trance, remained fixated on the general's arm descending upon her.

    The surreal spectacle made her something of a detached third party observer.

    Thus, a certain hand, intruding upon her field of vision, was evident as a sharp, definitive image in her mind.

    Moreover, the player who grabbed the mutated creature's arm likewise fell within the gaze of her vigilant eyes.

    The player, winding the 8-star general's arm around his own, said with a slight smirk.

    "Where are you headed in such haste?"

    Damned System
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    Chapter 202. Scattered Puzzle (1)

    Most of the messeo had always been situated deep within the corrupted areas. The higher the rank of the corrupted area, the more it was teeming with monsters.

    Competition among these monsters was fierce, and many evolved species had survived that competition.

    This was why purification took so long as the rank of the corrupted area increased.

    "Low-rank corrupted areas can sometimes be accessed by air to destroy the messeo first."

    However, a 6-star corrupted area was truly overwhelming due to the sheer number of monsters. One had to wage war rather than mere combat to approach the messeo, to say the least.

    So, after focusing solely on hunting for quite some time, a strange phenomenon suddenly occurred on the map. The Messeo, which was supposed to stay still, began to move.

    As soon as I sensed the anomaly, I immediately started the pursuit.

    "If I can't destroy that, I can't clear the mission itself."

    Thanks to that, I witnessed an odd scene where general-rank monsters, seemingly appearing out of nowhere, were collectively moving the messeo.

    Even when the pursuit team closed in, some monsters fell back to block and buy time.

    "Though those guys delayed me a bit!"

    Fortunately, I managed to catch up before the general-ranks could exit the player camp at the western assembly point.

    "Why run so hard if you're just going to get caught like this? Causing trouble for those chasing you."

    I wrapped the squirming arm of the 8-star general-rank like a leech around my arm.

    Warnings related to infection popped up, but I ignored them cleanly. Through several experiences, I had adapted somewhat to purifying pathogens.

    "Argh! This leech! Gurgle, gurgle, kill the pursuers!!"

    The irritated monster raised its opposite arm, as if to slice me in half with terrifying force.

    But before its arm could even touch me.

    "Screech!"

    "Growl!"

    The bodies of two 7-star general-ranks behind the 8-star general-rank crumbled simultaneously. At that moment, four players emerged from the space where black blood had erupted.

    "Yes, sneak attack success!"

    "I got it first!"

    "My total count is higher?"

    "How about skipping the chatter and moving onto another target? If we do consecutive strikes, two of them will be down in no time."

    Players who hid their unique symbols in various ways paired up to ambush a general-rank monster.

    Among them was a particularly noticeable player with pink hair, Kim Yul.

    As they exchanged a few words, I struck the left arm of the 8-star general-rank with my spear as well.

    This triggered the arrival of other players who had been slightly behind.

    "Wow, why are everyone's feet so quick?"

    "Because it's a wind-affiliated team or they all have flight magic."

    "We can't fall behind either, let's move quickly."

    It was a pursuit team that gathered to capture the general-rank that had seized the messeo.

    "Support here!"

    "Is there anyone with an area attack? Clear out the small fry first!"

    With a party of my teammates, Cello's initial members from Club 249, and Kirish's party from the Order who had built friendships, we had quite a number.

    Moreover, gold-ranked players who were originally at the western assembly point added to our numbers.

    "With our current forces, we can handle twenty general-ranks easily."

    Even Yang Taeho and Kim Yul could each handle one of those creatures. So I just had to focus on the 8-star general-rank right in front of me.

    I steadied my breathing in the face of the approaching battle.

    I had captured general-ranks several times already, but today was different from those times. My goal was not to kill that thing.

    "Moderation is crucial."

    As I grappled with the 8-star, the players from the western assembly point quickly found their place.

    "What are you doing? Are the Gold ranks just going to play around?"

    "Stop them before they run away! If we lose the messeo, all this hard work goes to waste!"

    I confirmed their movements and separated the 8-star general-rank further from the battlefield.

    One hand was wrapped around its Kerak-like black arm. Simultaneously conducting real-time purification of the pathogen.

    I constantly threatened it with my spear and drove it back, even further.

    "Why did they run off with that thing?"

    "Gurgle, gurgle! I'll kill you!"

    As the creature cut sideways with its empty arm, I quickly leaned back, narrowly avoiding the attack.

    A thin red line appeared above my Adam's apple. Slower, and my neck would have been severed.

    I didn't just sit back and take it; in return for the exchange, I managed to grasp the monster's other arm.

    No sooner had I secured both arms of the 8-star general-rank beside me than it charged at me after a stomp, mouth wide open.

    Having its hands pinned and nowhere to retreat, its only option was attack. I welcomed the creature, its maw agape, with a heart brimming with anticipation.

    * * *

    「Congratulations! MISSION - Corrupted Area Purification ★★★★★★(08-1633785) has been completed.」

    「Please choose your reward.

    「Progress in the main scenario has been contributed. Contribution points accumulated are 5152.」

    The battle at the western assembly point had been quite fierce. Amidst the presence of dozens of general-ranks, there were also over ten thousand ordinary monsters.

    While this intense battle continued, others quickly pierced into the center from another assembly point to destroy the messeo.

    And slightly later, the messeo at the western assembly point was also dealt with.

    "I confirmed that nothing was missed."

    All the messeo that general-ranks attempted to escape with were destroyed. I verified this regularly, as it was crucial once the anomaly on the map was detected.

    While other players concentrated intensely on the battle and Messeo destruction, I focused on one single task.

    Extracting information from the 8-star general-rank whose limbs were severed to immobilize it.

    I swung the spear embedded in the monster's abdomen as I reiterated my question.

    "Why did you try to take it?"

    "Squawook!"

    Unfortunately, there were no remarkable results. Time had passed to the extent that the battle had entered a lull, yet the general-rank remained tight-lipped.

    "Claugh!!"

    It didn't even open its mouth but instead tried intermittently to make Kerak and attack me.

    Despite having its limbs cut and its eyes plucked out, the general-rank continued its resistance for countless hours. This stubbornness gnawed at my nerves.

    A common person would have surrendered in no time once a spear began to swing inside their gut, spilling information.

    In contrast, the monster writhed in agony, screeching grotesquely, but never submitting. This signaled what could be the outcome of wars in the future.

    "Did they always cushion things like this, even up north? You're doing the same here?"

    At that moment, Yang Taeho, who had joined in eradicating the 7-star general-rank, approached and asked, "Isn't that so?"

    Indeed, as it was, something similar had occurred in the north.

    "I heard about this through Ethan."

    During the siege of Somol Castle, there had been too few Messeo.

    "Though they overturned the entire castle interior looking for Messeo clusters."

    Despite the mission's suggested numbers, the located Messeo was excessively sparse.

    Coincidentally, traces of monster movements were discovered outside the castle; the Order's special task force then pursued immediately.

    "During the battle, general-ranks that had been scarcely seen suddenly gathered in droves, moving the messeo."

    Knowing this truth, I organized a pursuit team independently as soon as the messeo started to move.

    "Why on earth are they doing this?"

    Such attempts hadn't occurred at Callum or Villea Castles.

    "Or rather—"

    It was too early to make definitive statements. Earlier attempts might have failed due to poor timing.

    What I see isn't the entire world; there's always the possibility of unseen events transpiring.

    "It is certain the monsters attempt to secure 6-star Messeo."

    With such collective actions twice, there was no point in further doubt. From now on, I need to find out why the creatures attempted to steal the messeo.

    Yet, I had no fruitful results.

    "Should we capture another one?"

    It's futile; capturing another 8-star doesn't guarantee different results.

    Coincidentally, I opened the auction window out of curiosity, wondering if there was an artifact with a unique effect.

    But, there were no gains. It's understandable.

    "I was unusually fortunate only when dealing with Gallonic."

    It would be foolhardy to expect the same luck all the time. Though I may contact Club 249, I harbored little expectation.

    This time, I must derive a method from existing information.

    "I'm going nuts."

    Instead of clinging to this inefficient interrogation perpetually, it seemed more beneficial to refresh myself briefly, considering other means.

    I sighed deeply, rising to my feet, while ensuring the general-rank couldn't escape.

    "The limbs are entirely severed!"

    These monsters have defied common sense in movement more than once. I bound it with magic shackles and impaled it to the ground with a spear to keep it in place.

    Yet, these efforts were futile.

    「Characteristics Capitalism is activated.」

    「The system is shifting to support type. Supporting player Kang Hyunwoo.」

    「Detecting abnormal access. Attempts to block.」

    Suddenly, a system message flashed, and the general-rank's chest split open, black blood gushing forth.

    I instinctively shielded Yang Taeho standing nearby.

    During the brief moments of stepping back a couple of strides, the blood spewing like a fountain sharpened into needle-like forms.

    Then, as it fell, it shredded the 8-star general-rank into pieces. Another extraordinary event unfolded swiftly.

    It happened so rapidly, leaving no time to react appropriately. Nevertheless, many witnessed the spectacle.

    The abrupt situation caused the surrounding players to mumble.

    "Did you see that?"

    "What just happened?"

    "The blood..."

    Amidst the disjointed murmurs, I turned to Yang Taeho and asked, "Timer?!"

    If any unseen Kerak had reached out or skimmed anyone, there was a risk of infection.

    Upon asking for confirmation, Yang Taeho swallowed hard, shaking his head.

    That was reassuring. I sighed in relief and redirected my gaze. What remained where I had been moments earlier was nothing but shredded meat.

    "Damn it..."

    The opportunity to extract information had disappeared into thin air.

    "What the hell is this damn system doing?!"

    I thought I gave it a good piece of my mind on the return trip from China.

    What exactly is it doing to repeat the same problem twice?

    "Hoo."

    My anger festered internally, but too many eyes were on me. This wasn't the right time to lash out at the system.

    I leaned down to inspect the corpse of the dead general-rank.

    'Should I have used Karlos's authority?!'

    Regret was fleeting.

    'It's done, move on.'

    Dwelling on what's past is a waste of my time. Next time, I won't waste an opportunity so futilely.

    As I swallowed my anger, Yang Taeho, recovering from his perplexity, mumbled in surprise.

    "What in the world... did it commit suicide?"

    "I don't think so."

    As evidence, the system message did not pop up. Even without that, I wouldn't have regarded the general-rank's death as a suicide.

    "If it had the desire to die, it would've done so when its limbs were severed and escape routes completely blocked."

    Even if that moment was missed, many other chances existed. I hadn't torn out its jaw. Yet, the monster endured for hours rather than choosing death.

    "No way it suddenly chooses to kill itself now."

    This indisputably looked like a murder, regardless of perspective.

    "I'll have to ask the system exactly what that abnormal connection was."

    Turning my back on the corpse, I chose to inspect the scattered Messeo, already broken into pieces.

    Items split in half, or punctured with holes, all different shapes. Now, they were light enough to easily carry with one hand, something unimaginable when the Hole was intact.

    "When in levels 1 or 2, I never thought these were heavy."

    I once carried Messeo on my back and hunted in a mob. But continuing such hunting tactics was impossible in 3 or 4-star corrupted areas.

    "Messeo has grown heavy enough to impact my speed."
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    It was impossible for a Gold rank player to lift a 5-star messeo alone.

    Interestingly, the weight wasn't physical.

    Even when forcibly placed on a glass, the glass wouldn't shatter.

    "Maybe it's the weight of mana."

    As more mana escaped through the hole, the presence of the messeo, where the hole was settled, grew larger, and its weight increased exponentially.

    "It feels less like it's simply getting heavier and more like it's weighing down on the ground."

    After spending a long time lost in thought while fiddling with the broken Messeo, I let out a long sigh and stood up.

    Players nearby questioned me about the phenomenon that occurred earlier, but I wasn't obliged to answer them.

    I took Yang Taeho and left the scene.

    Kim Yul, who suddenly joined us, asked, "The search?"

    "We need to."

    For various reasons, my mind was cluttered, but that wasn't an excuse to neglect other tasks.

    "Most high-grade corrupted areas were battlegrounds in the past."

    These included military bases like fortresses and strategic locations like ravines, plains with large granaries, ports along rivers vital for transporting goods, and mountains harboring resources like iron and spirit stones.

    Corrupted areas of Level 5 and above bear the aftermath of fierce battles, littered with corpses and remains.

    Sometimes, while walking, a foot would sink into the ground, revealing hundreds of buried bones.

    "The likelihood of finding relics increases that much."

    Thanks to the diligent movements of other players, only two Messeos remained on the mission display.

    The number of monsters present on the map had noticeably decreased, making it the perfect time to tidy up the remnants and search for relics.

    "I can only hope to find something useful."

    That day, even knowing the hope was futile, I set out to search.

    But no miracle relic fell from the sky to resolve all these situations at once.

    ** **

    The spoils they discovered today were not insignificant.

    Just what Yang Taeho received as his share was nearly worth 200 million won.

    Moreover, they found two relics with practical functions.

    Among them was a permanent relic with an integrated barrier magic that K decided to take.

    K was willing to forgo his entire share of the other spoils, even surrendering his previously allocated share, just to take it.

    Since neither Yang Taeho nor Kim Yul needed defense-specialized functions, they relinquished it without issue.

    In truth, even if they needed it, they wouldn't have dared to covet it.

    "A person should have a conscience."

    Both of them hadn't forgotten what K had done for them.

    Kim Yul received a high-grade relic as a gift, and Yang Taeho had both his own and his wife's life saved.

    In such a situation, they didn't want to be stubborn and deny K the relic he wanted.

    Even if K hadn't given up his share of the other spoils, they would have readily acknowledged his ownership.

    K calculated meticulously to match the value of the spoils.

    "Honestly, he doesn't know how to show flexibility."

    Yang Taeho recalled K, who was sometimes so inflexible that it was frustrating, and sighed.

    After the battles, searches, and distributions were over, the day ended with K declaring rest.

    As Yang Taeho took his turn on the first watch and swung his arm, a deep 'hwoong' sound echoed.

    The sound of a heavy hammer cutting through the air.

    The only other noises were the buzz of chirping insects and the soft, continued breathing.

    It seemed almost too quiet and peaceful to be a corrupted area teeming with monsters.

    "Wuum..."

    At that moment, a presence stirred within the campsite.

    Berta, who was sleeping next to K, sat up, rubbing her eyes.

    "Oh, you're awake? Was I too noisy?"

    As he wiped the sweat off and greeted her, Berta wagged her tail slowly, watching him closely.

    After a brief exploration, "Hello."

    She waved her hand in greeting.

    Given how she typically reacted by glaring at Kim Yul with bristled fur, this was notably mild.

    That terrifying little brat, strong enough to smash the head of an evolved species with a single punch, clearly had strong feelings both ways.

    "If it weren't K or Ahel, no one could even touch her."

    And even from Ahel's hand, she'd often try to escape.

    If Kim Yul tried to touch her, she'd either scratch or bite, leaving a mark.

    'In terms of restraining herself, I guess.'

    Had Berta decided to truly bite, Yul's hand might not have remained intact.

    A Gold rank player is considered strong only within human boundaries.

    Compared to Demi-humans like beastfolk or giants, seen as predators, they are far weaker.

    "The only reason they coexist is because of their smaller numbers."

    If their population had been equal, humans might have been subjugated by various Demi-humans.

    Having witnessed the horrifying massacre that occurred at Viceta Castle, he knew this for certain.

    Yang Taeho shivered, recalling the face of murder etched in his memory.

    To think the orchestrator of that massacre was the father of this kid.

    'The world sure is small, isn't it?'

    As his thoughts led him there, Berta was frowning deeply, holding her nose with both hands.

    Just as he was about to ask why, a hand suddenly appeared from the shadows behind Berta.

    The hand gently lifted her by her belly.

    "Why aren't you sleeping?"

    A deeper-than-usual tone emerged from K as Berta, still pinching her nose, replied.

    "I smell blood... it hurts my nose, makes my head ache."

    Barely had her nasal voice faded when a deep sigh followed right after.

    "Why did you follow if you're going to be like this? What good sight are you hoping to see here?"

    Despite the irritated tone, his hands carefully set Berta on his chest.

    "Go back now."

    K's seemingly cold words prompted Berta to shriek loudly.

    "Noooo! I don't want to! No!"

    "Hey, hey, quiet down. Why are you shouting? This stubborn little..."

    K let out a deep sigh as he combed the air with his hand.

    In no time, an opaque bottle appeared— his usual skincare product.

    "Why is he...?"

    Barely had the thought crossed his mind when K opened the bottle.

    "Make do with this."

    He then sprayed the contents on his shoulder.

    "Hehehe."

    With a soft laugh, Berta buried her face in K's shoulder.

    A repetitive patting sound followed as K gently tapped her back.

    Shortly after, the peaceful sound of breathing resumed.

    Berta had fallen back asleep.

    As he watched the human and beastfolk silently, thoughts began to surface unexpectedly.

    "They've gotten quite attached, it seems."

    From his observation, K had many Biharin acquaintances compared to other players.

    Considering his attitude so far, it wasn't surprising.

    He had never treated Biharin in an inhuman manner.

    "Some players openly treat them like NPCs, but not him."

    K regarded the Biharin as equals at all times.

    As a result, he had no qualms about associating with those he liked.

    There were indeed some who appeared surprisingly close to him.

    "Isn't Rashar, that young apostle of Palao, one of them?"

    In Yang Taeho's view, K and Rashar shared their opinions without hesitation, appearing as friends.

    Even when conflicts arose, both seemed eager to resolve them, improving their relationship over time.

    However, things changed slightly after they created a base outside the mansion.

    "They seem a bit distant now..."

    While it wasn't clear whether emotions were strained or opinions clashed, K appeared to be drawing a line between himself and Rashar.

    Why the sudden change of attitude?

    "Or perhaps, it wasn't sudden?"

    As someone with a perpetually overthinking personality, wouldn't it have been a long-held consideration?

    Yang Taeho watched K gently pat Berta's back and parted his lips.

    "Um, you know..."

    Despite the minor call, K immediately turned his gaze toward Yang Taeho.

    But the intended question never came out.

    It felt awkward to ask outright why he wasn't mingling with that apostle of Palao lately.

    After a brief hesitation, Yang Taeho steered the conversation elsewhere.

    "Do you like kids?"

    "Not really."

    He elaborated that if he took his eyes off them for even a moment, they'd cause some trouble, and simply having them around made him anxious.

    Yet, when observed closely...

    "For disliking them, you seem to handle them well."

    "Liking and handling are two different things."

    "... Do you have children? Maybe you got married young?"

    "Unless I can make a child alone, unfortunately, I'm single."

    His soft laugh made him feel a bit awkward.

    Yang Taeho cleared his throat, which made K, who had been answering promptly, look intently at him.

    As if asking why he was posing such questions.

    It seemed he noticed Yang Taeho meandering around with his words.

    "Well, it's nothing major, you see, it's just, uh..."

    Yang Taeho painstakingly searched for words again and again.

    Yet, despite the effort, no apt expression came to mind.

    Thus, he swallowed a sigh and let out the thoughts in his head without any refinement.

    "You seemed to get along well with the people living in Bihar. You even opened up to the knights."

    "........"

    "But lately, for some reason, it feels like things have changed, so I brought it up."

    "... I can't say you're wrong."

    K, who replied softly, swept his empty hand over his face.

    "I figured it might be time to take some distance."

    "Huh?"

    "Because in the end, they're people from a different world."

    Hearing something completely unexpected, Yang Taeho opened and closed his mouth like a speechless person.

    But that too was only for a moment, as he soon swallowed hard before the silence stretched and spoke.

    "What made you suddenly think that?"

    K glanced at him briefly before muttering quietly.

    "It wasn't really sudden... just reflecting on the reason they're here, and it all came back to me..."

    "Huh? Reason?"

    K closed his eyes before continuing.

    "It's probably not someone directly sent by death. No matter how much I think, there's just no compelling reason to send them to me specifically."

    It seemed more like he was organizing his thoughts than trying to engage in conversation.

    Realizing that, Yang Taeho decided to simply listen for now.

    "What they wanted was probably just to get the kid out of the battlefield."

    Consequently, K resumed speaking smoothly without interruption.

    "Afterward, the one who came to find me was likely acting on their own accord."

    He wasn't sure where they detoured to get here but in any case.

    And the reason death wanted Berta away from their side was.

    "Problems seem to have arisen in the plains."

    "The plains?"

    "Maybe the Galbaric Plains, or another place unfamiliar to us."

    After finishing, K subtly glanced in the direction where Ahel was.

    Ahel lay curled on his side, his shoulders rising and falling gently with his breaths.

    Only he would know if he was deeply asleep or pretending to sleep.

    K surely realized that.

    Yet, to continue speaking signaled he wanted him to hear.

    Following K's gaze, Yang Taeho carefully observed Ahel before gently questioning.

    "What kind of problems could arise from your side...."

    "I suspect dangerous folks are on the move."

    To Yang Taeho, it was a puzzling leap in logic.

    Understandably so, as the information he and K possessed differed significantly.

    "Movements on Bihar's side have been a bit odd lately."

    One piece of information that had led them to different conclusions was the absence of people who should have been present.

    "Not just one or two."

    It was obvious with essential figures like death, Berta's guardian, and Horfe, the ruler of the beastfolk being absent.

    Along with Shamel, who should have been responsible for basic training of the new players in the Order of Palao.

    Greg Tembon, the Chief Commander of the Order Army in the south and the third apostle of Temoria, was absent.

    And among other well-recognized powerful figures, a substantial number were missing.

    "How many instances would have the famous strong figures of Bihar move en masse?"

    If it's due to an undisclosed battleground requiring their intervention, it seemed plausible.

    If this conjecture were correct, it explained why Rashar hadn't taken Berta along and left her behind.

    "He couldn't leave Berta in the mansion, given not knowing when he'd be called to the battlefield."

    To be precise, even if left, it would have been useless.

    Once Rashar was absent, controlling Berta became impossible.

    Although nobody gave him a definitive answer, the collected circumstantial evidence led to one conclusion.

    "Even if it's just my speculation, the Guild's viewpoint isn't vastly different."

    Yang Taeho looked intently at the sleeping Berta.

    If significant events indeed troubled the Galbaric Plains or other crucial undisclosed areas.

    And Bihar was keeping such a facture secret from players...

    "It wouldn't be surprising at all."

    Damn System
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    As K had said, this wasn't the first time such a thing had happened.

    The Biharin had previously tried to mask the ambiguous confrontation between the imperial authority and religious power.

    "This sort of thing will keep happening."

    In doing so, there'd come a point where they wouldn't just quietly hide things but actively try to deceive.

    "They desperately need to prevent any withdrawal of Earth's forces by any means."

    K's assertion couldn't be dismissed as mere exaggeration.

    It held consistent logic and fit together in various ways.

    In reality, even some orders treating players like mere laborers had begun changing their attitudes.

    "There's a reason for the saying 'the arm bends inward'... We must be cautious since there are those who see players merely as meat shields."

    It's only natural to avoid being unfairly used and perish in a foreign land.

    "The association is fully aware of that issue, so there's no need for much worry. Lily Evans handles such matters exceptionally well."

    K's voice remained calm throughout.

    He didn't imbue the line drawn between the Biharin and the players with special significance.

    Already knowing this, he mentioned that he wasn't disappointed or shocked.

    Yet, he reiterated what he had just said a moment ago.

    "I was simply reminded once again."

    The interests of Bihar and Earth didn't perfectly coincide.

    Therefore, it was crucial not to get too close to them.

    "If you intend to keep a proper distance, there's nothing to worry about."

    K's words sounded almost like a personal vow to himself.

    Thus, Yang Taeho chose neither to question further nor respond and kept silent.

    If those words expressed K's intentions, Taeho would simply follow them.

    He had resolved on the day K used Karlos' authority on his wife.

    Having owed both his and his wife's life to K, it was only right to do so.

    He briefly glanced at Ahel sleeping curled up nearby and Berta breathing calmly in K's arms.

    Yang Taeho then tried to calm his restless heart and averted his eyes from them.

    * * *

    On the 43rd day since the start of Chapter 6 Main Scenario.

    The corrupted areas between the three fortresses, the new frontline bases, were virtually eradicated.

    The Order of Temoria began erecting a new barrier, mobilizing massive resources.

    It signified that the end of this scenario was near.

    At a glance, everything seemed to proceed smoothly.

    'Dammit.'

    However, my mood was in the pits.

    A new 8-star general-rank entity hadn't appeared.

    In such circumstances, only one 6-star corrupted area remained.

    'Perhaps that day, when the 8-star died, was my last opportunity?'

    Despite my best efforts, the events of the past lingered in my mind.

    As much as I tried to shake them off, it wasn't easy.

    The anxiety and pressure of not knowing the future constantly weighed me down.

    Thanks to that, I had become quite sensitive as we neared clearing the last 6-star corrupted area.

    "Dammit, it's better for a hundred of you to die than just one of me!"

    Hearing such frustrating nonsense.

    "If you understand, then focus on supporting me! That's your existence's purpose! What do attribute-less bastards know to be meddling?"

    My mood hit rock bottom even further.

    With my arms folded and eyes closed, I pinpointed the direction of the commotion.

    A player with a sparse white beard shouted aggressively, pointing at other players before him.

    The words he spat out were a recent trend that had been increasingly, annoyingly scraping at my nerves.

    Those with attribute mana began discriminating against those with regular mana.

    I continued watching the player, now raising his voice, and weighed the reasons to or not to interfere in this situation.

    Ultimately, I headed towards his direction.

    "Ah, I was wondering when it would burst."

    "Why did it have to catch him at a sensitive time?"

    Ignoring my party members' voices, I quickly approached, and the commotion-sparking player soon noticed my presence.

    "What? What's going on!"

    Yet, when I kicked him, he clearly hadn't anticipated it.

    With one swift kick, he fell back.

    Thud. Thud.

    Due to the weight of his equipment, the commotion was noticeably larger than expected.

    But it was all for show, without any further significance.

    Even being a gold rank himself, he swiftly regained his stance and drew his weapon.

    With the number of gold ranks surging in this main scenario, gold ranks were everywhere.

    However, not all gold ranks stood on the same level.

    As proof, the one I kicked didn't rush back at me.

    Thanks to my lightning spreading all around.

    "How dare you bluster with a lower attribute rank than mine?"

    Only materializing mana, yet his gaze dropped slightly.

    Without even a proper confrontation, he was cowering merely because of the strong mana scent emanating from me.

    It was absurd.

    "What do they have in their heads to think in such simple terms?"

    Among rank 1 mana holders, some were overwhelmingly strong and daunting to contest.

    Take Gretman as a classic example.

    Even Shamel, who always nags, is a rank 1 mana holder.

    Yet, I've never imagined I could beat her in a confrontation.

    Even though I possess rank 5 mana.

    She's a purebred human, not mixed-blooded with other demihumans.

    Likewise, players have ample room for growth.

    Analyzing only numerically, they have even greater potential.

    With the system's support.

    Anyone, by spending mana, can gain the basics of swordsmanship or mana manipulation skills.

    By simply being a player, one can skip the effort and directly obtain results.

    'Additionally, their mana even grows.'

    Players differ from the Biharin, whose mana limits are predetermined by birth.

    Despite my hatred toward the system, the opportunities it provides players through the game aren't to be underestimated.

    Yet to categorize people solely based on the presence or rank of attribute mana in their status windows.

    It was an incomprehensibly pitiful act to me.

    However, I noticed more people started to think similarly to him.

    It was infuriating and gave me headaches.

    'If only the players themselves were the problem, I wouldn't be this stressed.'

    Unfortunately, the antics from Biharin's side weren't satisfactory either.

    The Order's army had begun mandatory conscriptions just days ago.

    Despite being called conscription, they simply sent those untrained in weapons into the corrupted areas.

    I was convinced that the emperor of the Atar Empire was behind it.

    Convinced that the emperor had begun to proceed with population reduction.

    'Damn, damn.'

    Recently, nothing seemed to go right.

    If this continued, I might succumb to a stress-induced illness.

    In that case, I thought it might be better to relieve some stress now.

    "You seemed ready to attack, yet why haven't you?"

    I took another bold step towards the silent, weapon-drawing player.

    At this, he stumbled backward in retreat.

    "D-damn! Who the hell do you think you are, picking a fight? Do you want to die?!"

    His speech stammered as he brandished his sword threateningly.

    If I always retreated at mere threats like this, I wouldn't have approached to confront him first.

    "If you can, go ahead. I won't stop you."

    Of course, he'd have to prepare for a trip to the underground prison set by the association.

    The association does not acknowledge killings in Bihar.

    Thus, if notified of or reported a murder, they actively investigate and apprehend the perpetrator.

    However, they don't apply strict standards by negating all conflicts.

    They seem to acknowledge that with chaos ratings involved, it's impossible.

    'Even without it, things wouldn't be much different.'

    Anyway, the association doesn't intervene or oversee simple violence cases.

    As long as no one dies, they consider such matters personal issues between players.

    Thus, who first instigated becomes irrelevant.

    The victor gets to sort things as they wish.

    The association's allowed rule of survival of the fittest among players finished there.

    Following that rule, I thrashed the guy nearly to death and returned to my spot.

    Kim Yul was the first to speak to me.

    "Wasn't that too harsh? Those types always try something sneaky afterward."

    My temperament wasn't mild enough to endure simply due to the fear of upcoming retaliation.

    What was there to fear from those who could only plan acts of desperation behind masks?

    "If they're really scheming something, that's actually a blessing."

    Better than the current state of merely fostering a strange atmosphere without causing much trouble.

    'For once, cause dramatic trouble.'

    Then, I could deal with them thoroughly with peace of mind.

    The very reason I provoked them initially was for that cause.

    With other intents, of course.

    "Besides, that side needed a good thrashing."

    "Hm? Why's that?"

    I replied while tapping my shoulder.

    "Didn't you see?"

    The cactus emblem on the guy's shoulder whom I just beat up.

    "He's part of the Hamas clan."

    The clan established a base in the central region, with over half its members hailing from Saudi Arabia.

    As of last month, the number of players of the same nationality was 146.

    Additionally, there were around 70 players of other nationalities absorbed through party play.

    In total, it was a massive clan with over 200 players, 80% of whom were affiliated with the Meferoseta and Finelpenia Orders, who installed the apostles in the central region.

    Politically or through the Order, they formed a well-bonded group.

    'Due to Saudi Arabia's thoroughly monarchical political structure, player forces quickly fell under royal control. And...'

    Saudi Arabia's monarchy fundamentally follows a pro-American foreign policy.

    With the clan leader close to the royal side, the political structure was mirrored in the player world.

    Meaning the Hamas clan supported Lily.

    Of course, I didn't find them particularly appealing, as they used mana rankings for social hierarchy.

    'Yet Lily can't easily raise issues with their conduct.'

    The player's world can't be entirely free from Earth's political schemes.

    Indeed, many clans are influenced by international political, military alliances, and adversarial relations.

    Lily is no exception.

    'But leaving them alone poses another risk later on.'

    Eventually, they'll likely hinder Lily.

    'And that's not the direction I want.'

    As of now, Lily is leading the association quite effectively.

    It's only natural to expand the association's influence in Bihar.

    She represents individual countries, communicates with their governments through representatives, and facilitates international agreements so players can be recognized on Earth.

    That was close to the ideal scenario I sought.

    Such accomplishments stem from Lily Evans' unique socio-political position.

    'Despite the pathogen issue, she's wary of me.'

    Meaning, to some extent, she's maneuverable according to my intentions.

    Regarding the looming war, we share many parallel ideals.

    Thus, I won't let those obstructing her succeed.

    'I can at least offer this level of supporting fire.'

    Unlike Lily, I am a free individual, unrestricted by organizations or nations.

    Officially, I'm an outsider to the association.

    So messing with Hamas doesn't impact Lily's political standing.

    'Therefore, I won't shy away from clashing with Hamas.'

    When they start stirring again.

    'Nay.'

    Persistently provoke them until they overstep their boundaries.

    Purely within the player conflicts the association allows.

    Upon explaining this, Kim Yul clicked his tongue.

    "Ugh, politics follows you everywhere."

    "When interests entangle, it's inevitable."

    Shortly after Yang Taeho spoke, a new post appeared on the community.

    「Title: Northern Fifth Assault Corrupted Area 「★★★★★★(08-1788541)」 - Author: Persona」

    The author was Persona, almost deemed Lily Evans' right-hand, who voiced the Association's official stances.

    The post content was simple.

    'We now commence the assault on the last 6-star corrupted area of Chapter 6 Main Scenario.'

    Before diving into the hunt, we made final adjustments to our equipment, magic stones, and potions.

    Through it all, I hadn't foreseen the encounter.

    "How could you, brutish human! Release me at once!"

    How could I have known?

    In the midst of the 6-star corrupted area, I'd come across a strange creature flapping tiny, finger-sized wings.

    Damned System.

    TL's Corner:

    Oh, a fairy, one of the traitor races.
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    It was the second day since we began the strategy against the final 6-star Corrupted Area.

    The day was particularly characterized by thick storm clouds and oppressive humidity.

    As I moved forward through the damp air, Kim Yul suddenly halted, muttering a curse through gritted teeth.

    "Damn it..."

    Although he didn't say it aloud, I, along with Yang Taeho, shared similar sentiments.

    The surrounding landscape was littered with thousands of skeletons, resembling mummified figures with decayed flesh clinging to the bones.

    The densely wooded northern forest hardly allowed any sunlight through.

    To make matters worse, the sky beyond the trees was packed with dark clouds.

    Even during daytime, the sight of thousands of scattered remains in the dusky area was chilling.

    In one word, the view that sprawled in front of us could be defined as 'Ramon'.

    "Every time I see something like this, it really gets to me..."

    Perhaps overwhelmed by the scene, Kim Yul murmured with an unusually stiff voice.

    I maintained my composure as I spoke.

    "You need to get used to it."

    We were in the middle of a war. We could never afford to forget that simple fact.

    "No matter the location, our task remains unchanged. Destroy the messeo and search for artifacts."

    Artifacts often appeared more frequently in places like this.

    I planned to search thoroughly after handling our primary objectives here.

    "... Yeah."

    After a slight pause, Kim Yul gave a brief reply.

    Noticing his voice was a bit huskier than before, I patted his shoulder reassuringly.

    As I began to move forward once more, I sensed him following closely behind.

    The reason we advanced by stepping over the unknown remains was straightforward.

    'Because there is a Messeo here.'

    When we finally reached the heart of the final 6-star Corrupted Area, we found the messeo, seeming isolated in a slightly detached region.

    Seeing it, I organized the team and moved into position.

    We had already eliminated over seventy percent of the monsters gathered within the Corrupted Area, so it wasn't too perilous.

    During our approach, most of the creatures we encountered were typical monsters that hadn't even managed to reach the messeo.

    The reason for leaving the messeo pile untouched and heading elsewhere was simple.

    'The blue dot next to the messeo.'

    Given the situation and location, a stray survivor seemed unlikely.

    'Considering the circumstances, it's likely a traitor.'

    I had already verified in another main scenario that blue dots indicated traitors.

    Capturing the traitor could potentially yield information I'd long been seeking.

    Abandoning the achievements typically only earned from closing Holes or completing special missions seemed worth the risk.

    'Fortunately, Ramon took Berta along.'

    A few days ago, Ramon had unexpectedly shown up and taken Berta with her.

    The sound of her annoyed cries still lingered in my ears.

    Along with them, Ahel was also taken on the pretext of escorting them.

    Thus, only Yang Taeho, Kim Yul, and I moved toward the messeo with the mysterious blue dot.

    We pressed forward through the piles of remains, maintaining a fitting level of alertness.

    When we reached the location in question, confusion furrowed my brow.

    The only things there were evolved species and a few normal monsters.

    'Could it be capable of Invisibility or Stealth magic?'

    I suppressed my presence and scanned the surroundings from various angles.

    The mysterious blue dot was practically on the same spot as the messeo.

    The creature, if there, should be close enough to carry or place its feet on the messeo.

    Given I couldn't physically see any suspected Demi-humans around the messeo, I decided to start by eliminating the monsters.

    There weren't any general-rank foes present, after all.

    The overwhelming prowess of three gold ranks was demonstrated against the monsters gathered there, possessing attribute mana.

    The battle concluded swiftly, intensifying my bewilderment.

    "... There's no one here?"

    Listening to Kim Yul's confused voice, I repeatedly checked both the map and the messeo.

    There was one Messeo at my feet, and right beside it, a single blue dot.

    Yet, only the messeo was visible.

    After pondering momentarily, I activated Mana Detection.

    Finally, I understood the source of the mystery.

    'It's below.'

    Beneath the swirling maelstrom of mana seeping through the Hole of the messeo, there was a surprisingly substantial pool of mana.

    'They must have known we were coming...'

    Were they simply confident? Or was there another reason for remaining still?

    I mulled over these thoughts while lowering my stance.

    Beneath the messeo lay a skull, and something within it glinted faintly.

    I thrust my left hand, enveloped in mana, into the pile of remains.

    After groping around several times, I found something.

    "Hmm?"

    What I felt was entirely different from the hard bones, slippery moss, or decayed skin.

    It was soft and warm to the touch.

    And the owner of that sensation seemed, as if to declare itself a living being, intent on burrowing deeper into the crevices.

    However, I had no intention of just letting it get away.

    If I let it slip away, I would be helpless again, forced to wait for an uncertain opportunity.

    'Even if it means losing a hand, I'm going to catch it.'

    If I could retrieve a severed part of my body, I could reattach it with a high-rank potion.

    The pain involved in the process would be excruciating... but it was better than letting it go and waiting for the next chance.

    Fully committing, I pushed my hand further in.

    The mana-enveloped hand easily shattered the remains around it.

    Thanks to that, I succeeded in grabbing the small creature that was trying to use the narrow gaps to burrow even deeper.

    I quickly pulled my hand out, fearing an attempt at escape through magic or other means.

    Simultaneously, I infused my hand with red mana, almost to the point of eruption.

    But surprisingly, my concerns were unfounded.

    Nothing happened until I completely withdrew my hand from the ground.

    With a slightly bewildered feeling, I opened my clenched hand.

    I held a dagger instead of a spear in my right hand, ready for short-range combat, just in case.

    Finally, as I fully opened my hand, I found myself speechless.

    Amongst the crushed bone fragments and slippery waste, there was a small creature, no larger than a rhinoceros beetle, huddled and quivering with its head buried.

    "... Tinkerbell?"

    Kim Yul's bewildered mutter was completely unexpected.

    However, I, too, momentarily thought of a similar term.

    The two pairs of transparent wings reminiscent of a dragonfly, and the glistening dust falling around them.

    The pointed ears and the petite size that could fit snugly in my palm.

    The fluffy, cotton candy-like soft pink hair.

    Looking at its fantastical appearance, as if it stepped right out of a fairy tale, there was a naturally arising word.

    "Fairy...race."

    It seemed to be one of those Fairy race, the first to betray the Demi-humans.

    'Why is this thing in the Corrupted Area? Was it here for the messeo? It's impossible for it to carry that alone...'

    The unexpected and inexplicable appearance momentarily tangled my thoughts.

    A brief pause ensued.

    The fairy race, who had been curled up and holding its head, slipped its hands down and lifted its head.

    The tiny being scanned the three humans above it with its eyes.

    "Hi-yap!"

    Suddenly, it fluttered its wings.

    The luminous powder from its wings momentarily flaring into a bright light distorted my vision.

    Immediately, a drowsy sensation swept over as my consciousness began to float away.

    As I ascended slowly, dreamlike scenes unfolded.

    I wandered in a concrete jungle surrounded by cherished family members.

    Fragmented snapshots of memories raced through my mind.

    Instead of checking prices, I looked at menu names first.

    When I found clothes I liked, I checked if I could try them on before worrying about the price tag.

    In those moments, I was unhurried, free from any rush.

    Everything—my expressions, my movements, even my thoughts—appeared at ease.

    Instantly recognizing the anomaly, the floating sensation vanished.

    "Hyung!"

    "K, snap out of it!"

    As the dizzying feeling of plummeting commenced, I erected a Barrier.

    "Oh, no!"

    However, it wasn't necessary.

    As soon as Kim Yul realized something was off with me, he captured the fairy using a high-rank containment magic.

    Regaining my consciousness with a jarring fall, I reached out and seized the creature with an icy expression.

    Kim Yul released the binding chains but watched the fairy with a tenser face than before.

    "No, no way! How did you break free so quickly?"

    The fairy race was visibly flustered.

    I squinted and glared at it.

    'So this is the ability that invokes dreams...'

    What I saw was both my past and the lost future of my siblings.

    All that I once took for granted but couldn't provide for my twins.

    Even now, with money at my disposal, I'm stuck in Bihar, unable to meet with my siblings.

    Thus, I could sense the incongruity before I soared too high.

    If I hadn't identified the disparity, I might have been drawn into the dream conjured by the fairy.

    'Is it because the gap between the dream and reality was too wide that the ability didn't take hold?'

    If this were the standard for all Fairy race's abilities, it wouldn't pose a great threat.

    'Or maybe this particular one is just remarkably weak.'

    While contemplating the fairy race's ability for the first time, the creature, its wielder, was trembling, tears welling in its eyes.

    'Jeez.'

    Anyone seeing this would think I had committed some egregious crime.

    Yet the one at fault was the being itself.

    Shaking my head in disbelief, I gripped it securely.

    I only exposed its head, enfolding the rest of the fairy race's body with my hands.

    Simultaneously, I restricted its wings.

    'It flapped and scattered dust before using its ability earlier.'

    Whether that was indeed the key, it didn't attempt the ability again.

    The countermeasure seemed surprisingly intuitive and simple.

    'No wonder many suffered from trafficking.'

    As I swallowed a sigh, the fairy clamored.

    "Ouch! Ow! Ow, that hurts! Let me go at once!"

    Of course, its voice was so small it didn't rise above a whimper.

    I had to expand my Perception more than usual to hear it clearly.

    '... Though the physical size disparity is expected.'

    Communication itself must have been challenging with other races under such conditions.

    Recalling the betrayal process and background of the fairy race, I sighed.

    "You brute of a human! Release me this instant!"

    Ignoring the incessant shrieking of the fairy race, I retrieved an item from my inventory.

    Seeing it, Kim Yul appeared alarmed and asked.

    "Are you using that magic stone?"

    "To be precise, it's not a magic stone."

    It was a solid form of condensed attribute mana.

    The specific attribute mana in question came from a flower with hallucinogenic properties.

    Attempts to find a similar plant on Earth had been futile.

    'It's a plant exclusive to Bihar.'

    Moreover, it occasionally grows only in regions where spirit stones manifest.

    According to the classification in magical studies, it follows the Earth element, starting from the mok system's root and reaching the advanced level 5.

    Only eight instances of this rare attribute have been documented over several centuries.

    The last, eighth occurrence is presumed to have appeared a few years ago.

    'Its identity remains unknown.'

    Rumor has it that around five years ago, this mana began circulating in the black market.

    All the information led back to Ladriol.

    Back when he attempted to kidnap me, the black magic stone he used was akin to this substance.

    'He called it poppy mana back then.'

    Recalling this, I inquired if Ladriol knew of any mana used during interrogations.

    - It's well-known among those high up.

    - While the supply is sparse, quite a few likely possess it.

    Yet, I refrained from asking those within the Order about it.

    I wasn't keen on discovering their potential response.

    Damned System
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    'Perhaps the people of the Order of Palao still care for me, or maybe for the players.'

    Maybe it was because they worshiped the Goddess of Charity.

    The people of the Order of Palao were not the type to deliberately deceive someone.

    'That's why Ramon separated Berta this time.'

    Rashar, Hemar, Jordan and Yuria, as well as Ravan, and even all the holy knights including Alio.

    Even if a directive had been issued by the order's headquarters, if I had asked, they might have told me after some contemplation.

    Recognizing that possibility made me all the more reluctant to confirm it.

    'Because I can't reciprocate the kindness they offer.'

    So, I decided to think of the Order of Palao's people as allies of the force that began to blindfold the eyes and ears of players.

    'Only then can I persevere.'

    Suppressing the churning emotions within, I focused on the fairy in front of me.

    "What brings a traitor here?"

    "You, you cruel human! Let me go right now!"

    "No, I won't."

    I didn't expect the fairy to readily reveal everything it knew.

    Yet, if I could extract information from it while it was still conscious, I wanted to stop at that.

    The fairy was too small to attempt torture, like the general-rank from last time.

    If it refused to divulge information, I'd have to use this magic stone.

    'Honestly, I don't want to use it on intelligent beings.'

    Inducing mental confusion essentially meant destroying a person's mental framework.

    When in that state, they would likely be unable to distinguish between what to say and what to withhold, making it a tool for extracting information by force.

    'But there's no guarantee that a shattered mental framework will ever be restored completely to its original state.'

    I'd heard of people who, not being able to return to their senses, lived their lives as madmen.

    Honestly, this could even be considered poison.

    "Answer me if you want to live. I asked why you're here."

    With a voice noticeably lower than a moment ago, the struggling fairy's body froze in my grasp.

    And then.

    "I'm here, b-because I was f-forced to...... Hoo-ooong!"

    The pitiful voice began to cry bitterly.

    'I'm going crazy.'

    I typically lacked the resolve when faced with such creatures.

    "Sigh..."

    Due to the fairy's tears and snot, my hands gradually became wet.

    I felt an oncoming headache.

    With a slightly resigned expression, I distanced my hand.

    Watching this exchange, Kim Yul and Yang Taeho shrugged and stepped back.

    "We'll conduct some scouting."

    Now that I knew how to handle dream abilities.

    It was a waste of time for three of us to monitor a crying fairy.

    Nodding amicably, I dismissed the party members.

    About thirty minutes later,

    "Sniff."

    As if it had cried its fill, the fairy who sniffled first spoke up.

    "Why don't you kill me...?"

    Weren't the demi-human allies full of hatred for us?

    The question, straightforward and without pretense, was easy to answer.

    "Because I'm not part of the demi-human alliance."

    Finally, the fairy looked at my head.

    Literally, I was an outsider, not part of the demi-human alliance.

    There was no opportunity for a deeper emotional exchange with the fairy.

    The connection between Earth and Bihar happened long after they had turned their backs on the demi-humans.

    'If I had encountered it as an enemy during the battle, I would've killed it.'

    Sympathizing with an enemy threatening me would be foolish.

    Yet, this creature in captivity posed no threat to me.

    'Technically, it has abilities, but they are too trivial to be considered a threat.'

    From my subjective viewpoint, categorizing them as combatants was uncertain.

    So, killing them due to mere association with enemies weighed on my conscience.

    I didn't want to indiscriminately kill civilians who posed no threat, simply because it was wartime.

    I could discern that much.

    'It also serves to contain myself, increasingly accustomed to killing and slaughtering.'

    In this situation, there was more to gain by keeping the fairy alive than by killing it.

    "Why you're here, what you're plotting with the messeo, tell me everything you know."

    If not, I'd use this.

    Exhibiting the item in my left hand while asserting this, the fairy's complexion turned pale.

    A visible tremor ran through their tiny form in my hand.

    Another sigh was stifled within me.

    Facing such beings, combat readiness never stirred within me.

    Wanting a peaceful negotiation.

    "Swear you'll let me go safely."

    Luckily, the creature acquiesced to my desire.

    "Swear it in the name of that treacherous god you serve!"

    Expecting faith from an outsider player was naive.

    'No need to explain it.'

    Gaining desired information from a meaningless vow justified a temporary breach of conscience.

    Nodding agreeably, I pledged under the name of Palao to spare him if he provided information.

    "Promise to tell the truth as well."

    Adding this, the fairy bristled with swollen eyes.

    "Don't treat us fairies like you vile beings! We never break promises!"

    Turning their head with disdainful snorts.

    "... I didn't come here by choice."

    To think a simple promise could really unlock their tongue.

    'Naivety, or sheer stupidity?'

    Holding a sigh within, I listened.

    "I was involuntarily caught up in magic. Regaining consciousness, I found myself near the messeo, hiding since there were too many monsters."

    Just before I prodded for more information.

    "I have no duty to explain where or what I was doing. You asked only those two questions!"

    The fairy shot back once more.

    After the promise, there was a warning not to change words.

    Nodding as if in understanding.

    The primary question was already among the two.

    "Alright, suppose you didn't come here willingly."

    "It isn't a supposition, it's a fact!"

    "Understood, answer the remaining question."

    I brought the fairy close and said.

    "Why are the general-rank members trying to take the messeo? What plot are they brewing?"

    The fairy scrunched up its face.

    But hesitated and clenched its mouth before any words left.

    Even biting lips, I maintained patience, watching its mouth closely.

    For within lay the information I sought desperately.

    Tell me why the generals were obsessed with the messeo.

    With probing eyes, urging it on?

    Was the wordless prompting interpreted as haste?

    Eyes clenched shut, unexpectedly uttered.

    "... Sacrifice."

    As a never-considered clue emerged, myriad new threads branched within my mind.

    "A sacrifice for what? Explain clearly."

    "... A sacrifice to breach the Wall of Patience."

    As I absorbed the information landing in my lap so unexpectedly, the forest dimly lit by sparse light echoed with thunder.

    * * *

    As promised, I released the fairy.

    'Logically, it'd be cleaner to kill it.'

    Releasing it and letting it divulge my knowledge about the sacrifice to the enemy would be troublesome.

    I'd made it promise to keep today's events secret.

    'But verbal promises are uncertain.'

    Even knowing this, I let the fairy go.

    It wasn't due to the pledge made in Palao's name.

    - Don't treat us fairies like you vile beings!

    I simply did not desire to further exacerbate the discord and conflict among the inhabitants of Bihar.

    After releasing the fairy, I resumed purification work, acting like nothing happened.

    When we gathered the spoils and pitched a tent in a remote part of the corrupted area, rain started falling.

    As we listened to raindrops on the tent, we divided the loot.

    "So, the ring goes to K-hyung... This and that come with me, right? Any objections?"

    "I got the armor, so no beef here."

    "None."

    The finds from the corpses totaled seven, more than ever before.

    Three low-grade items with limited use.

    Four mid to high-grade items with embedded magical or special effects.

    An amazing haul.

    The three low-grade items were deemed useless and auctioned off for mana conversion, split evenly among three.

    The four mid to high-grade items were distributed among the party.

    The armor with level 4 attack magic embedded went to Yang Taeho.

    Boots that increased wind magic proficiency level and a dagger with tracking ability went to Kim Yul.

    And the ring that increased mana went to me.

    Everything suited our roles ideally.

    'A mere 3% increase.'

    But its effect didn't distinguish between ordinary and attribute mana, making it worthwhile.

    Including the increase, my attribute mana neared the high end of 60,000.

    Just a bit more and I could wield Flame Strike by myself.

    'A level 5 area magic is crucial for justifying my role as a main dealer.'

    Establishing this, I closed the stat window and stood up.

    With loot division over, I aimed to rest.

    Just as I settled down on my bedding.

    「Congratulations! MISSION - Main Scenario Act 1 Chapter 6: Territory Restoration succeeded.」

    「Ranking calculation completed. Check the ranking list in the mission completion window!」

    「Select your participation reward!」

    .......

    Over ten messages cascaded, marking the end of the main scenario for Chapter 6.

    While verifying rankings, I heard Kim Yul speak.

    "Faster than expected?"

    Aside from the 6-star corrupted area purified earlier, thirty-two remained.

    Most being 4-stars with some 3-stars.

    I assumed it'd take days to handle them.

    "Most likely, everyone gave it their all near the end."

    At this scenario's outset, reward scopes set definitively.

    This led to exchanging information and estimating rankings among players.

    Fierce competition to climb rankings for a slight edge was inevitable.

    'It doesn't concern us though.'

    Our party's contribution points differed by orders of magnitude.

    We secured top spots long ago.

    'I'd hoped to monopolize the top three though.'

    I claimed 1st place, while Kim Yul and Yang Taeho landed 4th and 6th, respectively.

    Despite minor disappointment, I acknowledged our results as remarkable for a three-member party.

    So, I chose not to mention anything further to them.

    Having completed the ranking review, I proceeded to check other rewards.

    Starting with the Divine Blessing.

    The usual roulette appeared, filling the view with cheap effects.

    And, like before, a golden glow lingered over the roulette.

    Karlos intervened again.

    Shortly after, light faded and a voucher materialized.

    Pondering its purpose briefly.

    Shaking off the question, I looked into the following rewards.

    Order points were auto-deposited, achievements were noted separately.

    Then it was time for the random box.

    '1st place grants 10.'

    The use of this random box was long decided.

    I retrieved an item consistently in my inventory since the game's early days.

    「Overly Large Random Box」

    • Category: Mission Reward

    • Acquisition Difficulty: Special

    • Description: Earned by completing a system-involved mission. Provides optimized rewards per causality when opened by the player.

    According to records, a combination of a significant 92 random boxes created this item.

    I added 10 more newly acquired ones into the fusion.

    However, not all were merged due to limits.

    「Reached fusion limit, further fusion not possible.」

    "Two remain, meaning 100 is the limit..."

    I merged and opened the remaining two random boxes.

    I received potions, magic stones, and a spare utility belt.

    The one I used was slightly worn, a perfect time for replacement.

    'Now for the 100-piece box.'

    If fusion was complete, it'd be opened now.

    With mixed excitement, I unlocked it.

    Blinding light emanated from the message window and game interface, briefly flickering.

    A single sentence emerged on the message window.

    「Palao's Arrangement begins.」

    ...... What does that mean?

    Damned System

    TL's Corner:
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    It's not an item. It's not a skill or magic. It's not a Trait either...

    "Then what?"

    I had skimmed through my status window, inventory, and even my clothes to find something different or newly added, but found nothing.

    The feelings of bewilderment and confusion didn't last long.

    After a short time, those initial emotions subsided, and a creeping anger began to blossom within me.

    It was a whopping 100 of them.

    Nearly a year since the server connection began, I had collected 100 random boxes purely out of stubbornness without opening them once.

    And all I got after using those 100 was just a single message whose meaning I couldn't comprehend?

    A sudden surge of heat rose within me.

    "This..."

    But getting angry wouldn't do anything but waste my energy.

    Eventually, I bit my lips and swallowed my anger as I rummaged through my inventory.

    'I had something to discuss with the system anyway.'

    I could also ask about this mysterious reward.

    What I pulled out from the inventory was a whistle.

    It was an item I obtained while communicating with the system regarding the gate issue.

    「Caller.」

    It's used when wanting to interact directly with the system.

    However, it wasn't something I could use whenever I fancied.

    The jewel embedded in the side of the whistle had to turn green before it could be used.

    It had been red since the last secret conversation but changed to green only recently.

    I planned to talk with the system after completing this main scenario.

    "I'm stepping out briefly."

    "Huh? At this time?"

    "Where are you going?"

    I hadn't fully explained my relationship with the system to my party members.

    So, as usual, I merely shrugged in response.

    Yang Taeho and Kim Yul no longer questioned me, and I blew the whistle.

    White mist gathered around, and my vision flickered.

    Once my view cleared, I found myself in a white space reminiscent of the tutorial.

    《System Message》

    Player Kang Hyunwoo, long time no see.

    I would like to extend my gratitude once again to Player Kang Hyunwoo.

    The growth rate and survival rate of other players have exceeded my expectations, especially those affiliated with the Order of Palao...

    I turned off the system message without reading it fully and thought to myself.

    "This damn white, I really want to paint it all in another color."

    Recalling my experiences here still stoked enough resentment to make it unbearable.

    Grinding my teeth inwardly, I spoke in a sharp voice.

    "Between you and me, there's no need for compliments or consideration. Let's just get straight to the point."

    The first topic I brought up was what had just occurred.

    I asked about the message received from using the 100 random boxes.

    However, the system's response was not very useful.

    "So... you don't know what it is either?"

    《System Message》

    No, it's not a reward that exists in the game I designed.

    After tracing the acquisition route, I found a trace.

    Exactly 91 days ago, an external interference occurred.

    "91 days ago...."

    Recalling my schedule, it aligns with the time I was in Gemal. Specifically, during the banquet at the royal city.

    With the specific date determined, I had a guess on where the external interference came from.

    'It must have been when I shook hands with Gilenios...'

    As with the recent mention of Palao's arrangement, the interface had been glitchy.

    'The only other time would be when I got infected, but...'

    The dates don't match.

    It looks like finding out about Palao's arrangement will require inquiry from a different source, rather than the system.

    "The primary suspect is Gilenios."

    And the secondary suspect is Gretman.

    Pondering the faces of both individuals, I clicked my tongue and asked.

    "If you noticed external interference, couldn't you have prevented it then?"

    When I questioned why it had been left unchecked, the system provided an unexpected reply.

    《System Message》

    While I do keep an eye on Player Kang Hyunwoo's gameplay, I cannot observe every moment.

    The two recent abnormal accesses were precisely those moments when I wasn't monitoring Player Kang Hyunwoo.

    I intended to ask about those abnormal accesses too.

    "That black hand, the one using Kerak, who is it? It suddenly killed an 8-star general, right?"

    《System Message》

    Yes, judging by the ability to manipulate dimensions, it is presumed to be '%@#*'.

    Currently, it is an outlier capable of subjugating 5 legion commanders.

    I couldn't believe my eyes for a moment. Subjugating a legion commander?

    That implies it's superior to even the 10-star ranked legion commanders.

    "Damn it..."

    I have no assurance of being able to defeat monsters at the rank of a Brigadier General or higher yet.

    'And there's something even beyond that.'

    The ever-present pressure tracking me intensified once more.

    I gritted my teeth, enduring the oppressive sentiment as best as I could.

    Just as I was overcoming a hurdle.

    《System Message》

    Rest assured, '%@#*' and other outliers cannot escape causality, much like myself.

    It's not easy for them to cross to Earth, so there's still plenty of time to prepare.

    Hearing they can't come to Earth due to causality was a relief.

    But.

    'It's a fact there are multiple outliers.'

    I had anticipated this since identifying one based on its spatial manipulation capability—the message implied it was one among several.

    With direct confirmation, it was impossible to suppress a sigh.

    I scratched my head roughly and asked.

    "How many of those outliers are there?"

    《System Message》

    Assuming no new entities have emerged, there should be three in total.

    While it's not an unmanageable number, still...

    "While they may not fully cross over to Earth, the abnormal access remains. Does it mean such incidents can recur?"

    《System Message》

    Unfortunately, yes.

    I will monitor it closely, but the situation may become uncontrollable.

    Even though it would be ideal to perfectly resolve every issue and prepare...

    Reality, with its shackles, limits many options.

    This situation was no different.

    These outliers could approach me anytime, anywhere.

    My nerves felt more taut than ever.

    'From now on, I need to keep my senses more open.'

    Inside the barrier of Temoria, I usually close off most of my senses to ordinary human levels.

    But continuing like that would leave me without a way to cope should an outlier attack.

    'I won't just sit and take it, but I must remain cautious.'

    I clicked my tongue inwardly and spoke.

    "Then, next."

    Instead of clinging onto unsolvable problems, I needed to discuss other issues.

    "I don't know if you noticed me mumbling, but about dropping attribute mana in material form..."

    Before I finished speaking, the system replied swiftly.

    《System Message》

    The suggested 'Materialization of Attribute Mana' by Player Kang Hyunwoo cannot be approved.

    Its refusal was as firm as if considering the suggestion was absurd.

    Crooking my brows, I retorted.

    "Why?"

    The reason for the system's dismissal was refreshingly simple.

    《System Message》

    There's a high possibility it would encourage player-on-player killings.

    I couldn't deny it.

    The players observed by the system, and the humans observed by me, were precisely such types.

    'It's a reasonable point.'

    If done improperly, it could result in another surge of PK incidents that the association had been suppressing.

    But I couldn't let it go just like that.

    'There needs to be at least one way to prevent a deepening schism between attribute mana users and regular mana users.'

    Without such preparation, if the current state persists, it will become an even bigger problem in the future.

    'Even if the Harmar Clan is crushed, it'll only be temporary.'

    Without a measure to counterbalance the trend, similar entities will continually emerge.

    'Continual neglect will make those on the receiving end feel attacked.'

    They'd rebel to survive regardless of whether the reasons for the assault seem valid or not.

    Mental attacks are life-threatening in their own right.

    'But if regular mana holders could have the chance to use attribute mana from capturing a general-level boss...'

    That power needn't be permanent.

    The mere existence of an opportunity would destabilize the discriminatory rationale.

    If it could assert a positive impact, it could motivate a more active hunt of general-rank entities.

    'I may not solve the issue perfectly, but I feel there's room to maneuver...'

    Somehow, before the issue escalates, I need to persuade the system for preparations.

    "Not asking for every beast to drop attribute mana, just those wielded by generals or higher. Isn't there a way to make them drop it?"

    《System Message》

    In such cases, there's no way to purify the general-rank's mana.

    With the current structure, it's impossible to purify unabsorbed corrupted mana externally.

    "Then we have to find a way to purify it externally."

    The system wouldn't be unaware of this.

    Yet, the reason it's speaking of impossibility...

    《System Message》

    Despite multiple calculations, there's insufficient divinity.

    Though I am saving the divinity from deconstructing existing gates as per Player Kang Hyunwoo's suggestion, it's still insufficient to reset the program.

    'As expected, the greatest problem is divinity.'

    For me, the world's rules surrounding causality, divinity, and gods are unfamiliar.

    I might have encountered some information, yet interpreting it correctly remains challenging.

    Thus, identifying the cause seems futile in this matter.

    'I need to solve this simply, without delving deep.'

    Fortunately or unfortunately, there appears to be a card in my hand to address the issue.

    "What if."

    I cautiously continued, measuring every assumption.

    "What if I can obtain divinity?"

    Lacking divinity myself due to my existence as a mere being in the material realm, without divinity or godhood.

    But, I do know a way to obtain it.

    'The divinity of Palao held by Agnotia.'

    It was mentioned during the game development that they received divinity from the 7 Great Gods.

    'There's no law against reallocating investment money for a second time, is there?'

    I intended to seize Palao's divinity held by them anyway.

    Hence, I had Rodiel plant surveillance around them.

    So why not seize it and update the game with it?

    《System Message》

    That depends on the quantity.

    Having confirmed the system's response, I clenched my fists and closed my eyes.

    'Then it's settled.'

    At least there's hope.

    'Since the system can't interfere in the material realm directly, it's up to me.'

    If I manage to collect the divinity of Palao that fell into the material world and deliver it to the system, it might be possible to alleviate the issues between players.

    Returning inside Temoria's barrier, the task I ought to undertake was now clear.

    'I should hope that the shards of divinity held by them are substantial enough.'

    Damned System
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    There was nothing more to discuss regarding the materialization of attribute mana.

    So, onto the next issue.

    "Did you hear what that fairy said earlier?"

    《System Message》

    Yes.

    "Do you really think they can tear down the barrier created by the authority from over there?"

    《System Message》

    While I can't ascertain the exact method, it is certainly possible.

    The authority of the 7 Great Gods is not omnipotent.

    "... If they can really tear down the barrier, how long do you think we can hold out?"

    The response from the system was as stoic as ever.

    《System Message》

    It's hard to calculate an exact figure due to many variables that need consideration.

    However, considering the state of the gate and the remaining forces in Bihar, we would hold for at least a year.

    If the player's performance is remarkable, it might be possible to hold out for up to three years, personally speaking.

    Without realizing it, a sigh escaped my lips.

    My question had been based on the premise that Bihar would fall.

    The system didn't refute it, silently agreeing that this place would soon perish.

    One to three years was the timeframe the system had sentenced Bihar to.

    Seeing the specific numbers made it clear that it was time to address the problem I'd been guessing alone.

    "... Biharins can never leave this place, can they?"

    I asked in a slightly trembling voice, and the system returned a stoic message.

    《System Message》

    Yes.

    There was nothing surprising about it—I'd known the answer already.

    The Biharins cannot use the gates.

    It's not just the gates; they can't use the holes, either.

    They are different from monsters who can cross over to Earth through the holes when contacted by a player.

    Biharins cannot leave this land, this world.

    "Sigh..."

    When I first realized this, I didn't see it as a major issue.

    At that time, I was trying to end this war in Bihar.

    But the more I saw and heard, the more I had to admit the truth.

    Ending this war in Bihar was practically impossible.

    Since then, the issue has suffocated me more with each passing day.

    'How large was Bihar's population?'

    The harsh reality made it difficult for my mind to function as sharply as usual.

    It's a figure I knew, yet couldn't recall.

    Perhaps my instincts were blocking the memory of that number because they wanted to avoid it.

    But I knew.

    I knew that the lives behind that unknown number would perish with Bihar.

    With the current situation being the way it was, I felt suffocated every time I saw the hopeful gazes of Rashar and Palao's Order upon me.

    The faces of all the people I'd met in Bihar flashed through my mind.

    "This is insane..."

    Holding my throbbing head, I pressed my hands to my temples.

    At that moment, the system sent a message that seemed like an explanation or clarification.

    《System Message》

    The provision requested at the beginning of the contract by the 7 Great Gods.

    Involuntarily, I asked accusingly.

    "Not you?"

    《System Message》

    While I also recognized the necessity, the initial requirement was put forth by the 7 Great Gods.

    My mind went blank.

    I had firmly believed that the condition was set by the Earth side.

    'The Demi-humans of Bihar might want to migrate to Earth.'

    Despite this being their homeland, they were being threatened by monsters.

    If they discovered the existence of Earth, where the war had not yet intensified, they would naturally think of evacuation.

    A safe dwelling area is a basic necessity for human survival.

    Bihar's Demi-humans would be no different.

    'But if hordes, numbering in hundreds of thousands or millions, were to seek refuge, the Earth side would inevitably face difficulties.'

    I had thought that the system created one-way gates to manage this.

    However, the system declared that it was the 7 Great Gods, not itself, who enforced the no-exit clause on the Biharins.

    "Hah!"

    The hypocrisy of the 7 Great Gods astonished me.

    They spoke of wanting to save their followers.

    Yet, they wouldn't allow those very followers to leave a world that was on the brink of destruction?

    "Why?"

    I asked in a firm voice, and the system began its characteristic unemotional explanation.

    《System Message》

    Because the starting point of existence is different.

    The system is a divine figure derived from Earth, while the 7 Great Gods are divine figures derived from Bihar.

    The origins of both sides are different.

    Thus, if they went to Earth, the 7 Great Gods wouldn't be able to maintain their current abilities or status.

    'So, they can only be recognized in Bihar since they are from Bihar.'

    It was like how a resident registration card issued in South Korea isn't acknowledged as an ID card in another country.

    'So, they're holding onto Bihar because it ensures them authority and recognition.'

    Leaving Bihar to evacuate to Earth would certainly make the followers safer.

    Knowing this yet binding their followers to Bihar...

    The base of this vile desire came through vividly.

    'Calling it an alliance to save the followers by partnering with Earth?'

    An alliance aimed at maintaining Bihar where they could preserve their authority and status, rather than genuinely saving their followers?

    "These damn lunatics..."

    The rage boiling inside me was so intense that my head throbbed.

    Yet I trudged to open my mouth.

    "Yeah, I get that Biharins can't leave here in principle."

    The time I could directly communicate with the system was limited.

    I couldn't waste it just because the immediate emotions were overwhelming.

    "Then what about exceptions? Are exceptions entirely forbidden? Is there nothing you can do on your side?"

    After a brief silence, the system's answer was concise.

    《System Message》

    If it's a small number for whom the necessity can be accepted, I am willing to take a risk.

    It meant they wouldn't take risks for those not deemed necessary for the survival of humanity.

    Despite the curses rising within me, I couldn't voice them.

    'Because I would've done the same!'

    Earth couldn't afford to undertake unconditional charity for Bihar.

    Earth, too, faced refugees due to civil wars, dictatorship, and various other reasons.

    Countries accepting these refugees were already shrieking with issues of their own.

    And to accept the refugees of another world on top of that?

    Could Earth truly cope with that?

    'Even before weighing the feasibility, it's definitely not a wise choice.'

    Barely had I come to this conclusion when a new system message arrived.

    《System Message》

    Time is up. Until the next time we meet, I wish you good luck.

    With an abrupt notice like last time, the white space collapsed.

    Right on cue, thunder and lightning roared outside.

    Kim Yul and Yang Taeho were nowhere to be seen; the tent was empty.

    'That's a relief.'

    At least nobody witnessed my pathetic state now.

    Covering my face with my hand, I took a deep breath.

    Sitting motionlessly as if I'd become one with the darkness, numerous thoughts stormed through me.

    'The system has clarified its stance.'

    Worrying about the Biharins left behind would be pointless.

    I shouldn't waste time mired in futile thoughts.

    What I needed to do was determine the course of action going forward.

    'If there indeed exists a way for the enemy to tear down the barrier of Temoria, as the fairy claimed.'

    Would the Order or the Atar Imperial Family know this?

    If they did, would they have plans to counter it?

    If they didn't know, should I tell them?

    'Could I handle the ensuing chaos that would ensue?'

    Would it even be necessary to incite further chaos in a place destined to fall?

    "Damn it all..."

    The cost of acquiring the information I wanted was harsher than I'd imagined.

    To the point where I wondered if it had been better to remain in the anxious oblivion of ignorance.

    Yet, I had to endure.

    Just as I resolved to do so, lightning struck again.

    Followed by thunder.

    The sound of rain hammering against the tent grew fiercer.

    And amidst the rain, the sound of wet footsteps approached, getting closer.

    My body reacted to the external stimulus on its own.

    Grasping the spear with my hand that had been covering my face, I promptly checked the map with my eyes.

    'Two blue dots, one red dot.'

    Watching the entrance, the presence soon arrived.

    "K."

    It was Joseph who called out to me.

    "You're not asleep already..."

    He pushed the tent flap aside and entered without hesitation.

    And the moment our eyes met, he recoiled in surprise.

    "Whoa, you scared me! What's up with you? Why does your expression look so fierce?"

    "... Just, some thoughts."

    I asked, trying to shake off my tense expression.

    "What brings you here?"

    Joseph's tent, where he was accompanying me to this tier 6 corrupted area, was located quite a distance away.

    What would bring him all the way here?

    "I've brought a visitor looking for you."

    "A visitor?"

    Instead of giving a proper explanation, Joseph gestured towards the tent's entrance.

    It was as if he wanted me to check for myself.

    He mentioned a visitor, so I had to address it.

    I stood up and walked to the tent entrance, spotting two people standing in the downpour.

    "... It's been a while, K."

    The one hesitantly greeting me was Rashar.

    "Have you heard Karlos' message?"

    The one stating the purpose straightforwardly was Gretman.

    The unexpected visit made my cheek tremble involuntarily.

    'Why now, of all times?'

    I felt as though someone had purposefully chosen this moment to criticize and destabilize my choices.

    "They came looking for me, saying they had no way of locating you."

    Joseph, who brought the unwelcome guest, waved his hand idly and left.

    "Whatever the issue is, handle it. Don't ignore it like this, which isn't like you."

    Even after Joseph left, I didn't invite the two inside the tent immediately but stood quietly observing them.

    Then, I reiterated the conclusion I had just realized.

    'There's nothing I can do for them.'

    They're people from a world destined to fall.

    Unable to escape this doomed world, it was as if they were dead already.

    I knew this clearly.

    "I'm sorry for barging in unexpectedly."

    Yet, hearing the cautious voice as they glanced at me tore me apart inside.

    "Gretman wanted to convey something to you..."

    Sighing, I closed my eyes, the frustration evident on my furrowed brow.

    Unlike with Ahel or other Order members, detaching from Rashar wasn't easy as I thought.

    'Damn it.'

    With Rashar, there was a degree of deep exchange.

    We differ in many ways, but that's why I learned more from her.

    Moreover, she was receptive to my opinions.

    She knew how to compromise for my sake.

    She always greeted me warmly.

    Above all, she understood my goals and supported me in achieving them without reservation.

    Even saying that helping me was her joy.

    There were countless reasons why she held a special place above other Biharins.

    'Perhaps more than just a simple friend.'

    It was an unwelcome conclusion.

    Certainly, that wouldn't influence my choices.

    "Yes, I was the one who requested it first."

    I reopened my eyes and turned towards Gretman.

    "But this young one insisted on accompanying me, not trusting me."

    "Gretman, it's not..."

    "You don't have to explain. I understand my behavior can seem suspicious."

    Yet, there's a reason for it.

    "So, answer me. Have you heard from Karlos?"

    Instead of answering hastily, I scrutinized Gretman closely.

    Before long, I made a mental decision.

    'This might actually be a good opportunity.'

    I intended to approach them at some point anyway.

    Instead of being dragged around, let's seize this chance to confirm what they are plotting.

    Stepping aside at the tent's entrance, I spoke.

    "Please, come inside."
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    Peeking glances. Rashar kept stealing looks at K, who sat across from Gretman.

    Although he hadn't given her a single glance since entering the tent, the fact that Gretman was the one with the business made it clear that he intended to ignore her.

    Just a few months ago, they were exchanging warm greetings. It was an extreme change, one that made her wonder how things had gotten to this point.

    Unable to release a sigh, Rashar swallowed it once more today. She found herself recalling the words K had blurted out time and again when she swallowed her sighs.

    - Stop acting like I sacrificed myself for the Order's benefit. It's your misunderstanding.

    - Why are you imposing your desires on me and expecting me to fulfill them?

    - Today is the last time I'll tolerate it. It's distasteful to idolize me as if I'm some kind of saint.

    Every time she dwelled on his words, her breath caught in her throat.

    'I had expectations, didn't I?!'

    She couldn't deny it because he had struck the heart of the matter.

    She had dared to hope that the ceaseless war she had endured from such a young age might finally come to an end—that the Outsiders the gods had brought would save this world.

    Supporting the Outsiders in secret, even using her family's resources beyond the Order's, was probably motivated by the same hope.

    'Did I think that speeding up that day would work?!'

    Among those Outsiders, she expected more from K and supported him even more. He stood out especially among them, after all.

    On top of that, she'd heard from Gretman that he saw something special in K.

    That unilateral anticipation ballooned rapidly and grew quite large, without considering the burden it might place on K.

    She was merely happy that someone appeared who could solve the problem for her, since she was exhausted.

    'This surely is just an excuse, right?!'

    She acknowledged that the selfish desire she hadn't even been aware of was part of her hopes and considered apologizing several times.

    But deep down, she still hoped for salvation.

    Even now, she struggled with the impulse to use Palao's authority every time she looked at K, wanting to see with her own eyes the potential for grand charity that could save millions.

    Her true intentions barred her from apologizing.

    'A superficial apology wouldn't help!'

    It felt as though she'd fallen into a tunnel.

    'How can I regain how things were?'

    While she resumed the same dilemma she'd pondered a hundred times or more, Gretman, who had entered the tent before her, spoke.

    "I'm asking for the third time now. Have you received any indication from Karlos?"

    "I am not an apostle of Karlos, though?"

    "Don't resort to useless wordplay. We have no time."

    "We, you say...?"

    K let out a small, dismissive sigh as he perched on the wooden table in the tent.

    "Let's speak accurately. It's not we, but you who are running out of time, isn't it?"

    Rashar's shoulders flinched slightly. Gretman's brows also furrowed slightly. But K continued, indifferent to the reactions.

    "It seems like you're plotting something with Gilenios Begram...do you think I'll just comply?"

    "You wouldn't, given your nature. That's why we requested help from Karlos."

    "You're practically singing praises of Karlos. Is he supposed to be some sort of almighty solution? Truly impressive faith. Aren't you an apostle of Palao? Ah, right... it's absurd to cling to a vanished god."

    "How dare you mock the Goddess before me."

    Gretman's demeanor turned sharply knife-like in an instant. Rashar unconsciously inserted herself between Gretman and K.

    Fortunately, the situation she feared didn't arise. Gretman clicked his tongue briefly, adjusted his bearing, and conceded a step.

    "Considering you're an Outsider, I'll overlook it this time. But don't speak of the Goddess in my presence again. It's not just the Goddess. While I won't demand your reverence for them, that doesn't give you the right to mock them either."

    Rashar, who had stood before Gretman, turned back. K gazed at Gretman with a peculiar expression. Then, suddenly.

    "Do you know what those gods you so fervently extol have done?"

    He posed a cryptic question.

    "Enough of that talk."

    Gretman dismissed the question, avoiding an answer. Rashar swallowed a dry mouthful and glanced back at Gretman.

    "What have the gods done...?"

    What has occurred to spark such words?

    There was no opportunity to inquire further.

    "How utterly absurd..."

    It was K, rubbing his face roughly, who first interjected with a voice more agitated than moments before.

    "Look here. You seem aware of it—knowing that, do you still have the heart to praise the gods? That's quite the remarkable faith."

    "What's got you so upset? There shouldn't be anything adverse for you."

    K's expression rapidly hardened. After a brief, intense silence, he let out a dismissive sigh.

    "Well, that's fair enough. This situation isn't my fault, and I'll no longer care."

    "Since idle prattle has ceased, answer me properly. Has Karlos given you any indication...?"

    "I haven't received any indications or had any direct conversation."

    "That can't be right..."

    "Instead, he gave me this."

    K curtly interrupted Gretman, extending his hand. In it, he held a piece of paper. Rashar leaned slightly to get a look at the paper. Only a few letters at the edge were visible from where she stood.

    "A voucher..."

    It was one way Outsiders received divine blessings. Trying to discern whose blessing it was, she leaned further to spot the word 'Meferoseta.'

    "Indeed, it's the most certain way for you. Why haven't you used it?"

    "I've been somewhat busy."

    "Then use it now."

    "I don't particularly want to..."

    "If you continue to be uncooperative, we have no choice. We've assisted you; it's time for you to repay that."

    "Repay a debt?"

    "Yes."

    Gretman spoke while clutching the hilt of the sword at his waist. He was declaring that if K refused, he would compel him by force.

    With a deep, weighty sigh, K tore the paper he held. His eyes turned a shimmering gold. The moment reminded Rashar of their first meeting.

    "Ugh..."

    At that moment, K clenched his mouth shut and squinted as if in distress. Rashar hurried over, alarmed.

    But before her extended hand could reach, K swatted it away and glared fiercely at Gretman. After examining K with a scrutinizing gaze, Gretman spoke.

    "Well then, what will you do?"

    The silence didn't last long.

    "You certainly have a reason for such confidence."

    Letting out a long breath, K stood from his spot and waved his hand in the air. A pocket watch appeared at the spot. As he tucked it into his pocket, he spoke.

    "Lead the way."

    "Good, you should have done so from the start."

    Rashar found herself unable to follow the conversation excluding her that ensued between the two.

    Yet, she sensed that Gretman intended to take K somewhere. Thus, as the pair moved to exit the tent, she tried to follow.

    "You don't need to accompany us."

    Gretman didn't permit it so readily.

    "What do you mean... I still can't trust you fully, Gretman."

    "Your trust isn't important. This is all the Goddess's will. Your role is over; return to your place."

    Rashar had no intention of complying with Gretman's demand.

    "Something could happen to K, I must accompany you."

    "Why?"

    However, Gretman wasn't alone in opposing her company. When she turned her gaze quickly, K was facing her directly.

    "Why are you tagging along?"

    Though she opened her mouth with something to say, the words didn't follow.

    Confronted by his indifferent yet cold gaze, she found herself unable to utter a word. Whether he noticed her state or not, K repeated his rejection.

    "I don't need your help; just head back."

    Taking another step toward the tent's entrance, he paused just before exiting.

    "Oh, and about Ahel."

    "What do you mean...?"

    "There's no need to have him around anymore, is there?"

    "But..."

    "It's discomforting, being supported in exchange for you expecting something from me. If I'd known, neither you nor the Order could expect anything substantial, to begin with."

    Words failed her in the face of his crude choice of words.

    "Once again, I'll say it plainly, I have no intention of sacrificing myself for you. I lack the capability to salvage this world turned upside down by madmen obsessed with their spilling soup bowls."

    "......."

    "Of course, I plan to repay what I've already received. Living on the edge of corrupted areas, it's sufficient to fulfill my part."

    Putting us in corrupted areas to nurture us, wasn't that the intention?

    As he continued speaking, Rashar's gaze lowered further.

    "So don't expect more; there's nothing I can grant you."

    With a curt finality, K stated he'd retrieve Ahel, without waiting for Rashar to respond, he left the tent, leaving her behind.

    Left alone, the surrounding noise felt disproportionately loud in the sudden stillness.

    The fierce rain that battered the tent like piercing holes in the sky added to the solitude as she stood there, staring blankly at the ground.

    A while later, a rustling presence drew her notice.

    Plop, plop.

    She quickly raised her head, but the voice that layered above the rustling was not of a familiar person.

    "Hmm, hmm, indeed the equipment boost is good."

    "That's obvious, considering you came running with a burning... huh?"

    It was Kim Yul and Yang Taeho, K's companions, who opened the tent after braving the storm.

    "Oh, Rashar nuna?"

    "Aha, aren't you the apostle? How have you been?"

    "Oh, well..."

    Surprised by their sudden appearance, Rashar could barely form a proper respond. In her hesitation, Kim Yul entered first, greeting her with warmth.

    "It's been a while! Were you here to see hyung?"

    "Well, that is..."

    "Hyung just messaged saying he went somewhere for a bit...but, were you with him?"

    Rashar nodded gradually and, for the first time since she met them, managed to construct a complete sentence.

    "Yes, well, something like that. I intended to accompany him, but he said it wasn't necessary... haha."

    She awkwardly laughed, attempting to gloss over the situation.

    "Well.. that's indeed true."

    "Pardon?"

    "Hmm?"

    "Our party leader isn't a child, is he? There's no need for you, the apostle, to accompany him, is there?"

    Yang Taeho said directly, gazing at Rashar with unexpected words.
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    Yang Taeho did not stop after his initial remark, continuing on insistently.

    "And, coming here all of a sudden like this every time is kinda uncomfortable for us too."

    If there's a purpose, he mentioned that they should post it on the Order's website.

    "That way, there's no need to come back and forth, right? So, stop coming here already, that's what I'm saying."

    Kim Yul next to the resolute Yang Taeho seemed flustered, rolling his eyes.

    "Stay safe out there. I won't be going far."

    Using that opening, Yang Taeho issued a somewhat blatant dismissal.

    Rashar's face reddened at the unexpected cold shoulder she received.

    She could no longer stay in the tent.

    "... I'll be cautious."

    Startled, Rashar replied with a trembling voice and quickly exited the tent.

    As she walked back into the rain, she overheard the conversation of those left behind.

    "What, what's going on? Why'd you suddenly do that to nuna?"

    "Just thought it'd be better to set some boundaries with those folks."

    "All of a sudden like that?"

    "If that's what K wants, what can I do? Just gotta go with it."

    "Eh? K hyung? Weren't they close...?"

    On that day, it was hard to distinguish whether her feet or heart were sinking into the soggy ground from the rainwater.

    * * *

    - Your help isn't needed, so go back.

    - I'm uncomfortable because it feels like you'd expect something in return for this kind of goodwill and support.

    - I have no intention of sacrificing myself for you. I can't save this messed-up world, ruined by lunatics obsessed with their own gain.

    - So don't expect anything more. There's nothing I can do for you.

    I had never thought that Rashar aided me out of pure calculation.

    However, driving her away like this wasn't difficult.

    Every sharp phrase carefully crafted remained vividly in my mind.

    If asked whether I regretted it, the answer was indeed yes.

    But if asked whether I wanted to reverse it, the answer was no.

    Even if I returned to that moment, I'd make the same choice.

    "They are people who'll perish with this world anyway."

    Just think of them as NPCs in a game, like other players do.

    Fortunately, I wasn't in a situation where I could dwell on emotional thoughts for too long.

    While brushing off lingering thoughts and following Gretman, another message popped up.

    「The Trait Capitalism has been activated.」

    「The system is switching to support mode. Supporting Player Kang Hyunwoo.」

    「Detecting abnormal access. Attempting to block.」

    A black hand, the same one that targeted Zhang Tianyu before, emerged from a fissure in the sky.

    I had been warned that it could approach me at any time.

    I didn't expect such a quick response.

    But I wasn't overly worried.

    'We have a strong ally here.'

    Even before the system's message appeared, Gretman, who was walking ahead of me, reacted.

    It was only after black blood splattered onto my face that I realized he had moved.

    I didn't even notice Gretman drawing his sword and cutting off the arm protruding from the fissure.

    But it didn't end there.

    Blue mana densely enveloped the hole formed in mid-air.

    'Is that the stage of Mana Domination?'

    In the stages of Manipulation and Control, mana can maintain its materialization only when in contact with the body.

    'To materialize mana separated from the body, one has to implement magic according to an array.'

    But in the Domination stage, such constraints become meaningless.

    It's the stage where you can control the mana you possess completely at will.

    'I knew he was strong.'

    The dynamically swirling mana of Gretman left me momentarily speechless.

    At the same time, it sparked a sense of motivation.

    The thought of replacing that blue mana with my own attribute mana sent chills through me.

    Before I knew it, the hole had disappeared.

    I stared at the now normal void, contemplating.

    'It was targeting me.'

    Reflecting on it, I realized that even when Zhang Tianyu was there, it was trying to kill me first.

    Only after that did it extend its hand toward Zhang Tianyu.

    Thanks to my growth-type Purification Trait, I survived unscratched.

    'It definitely tried to kill me.'

    While I sorted out my thoughts, I heard Gretman muttering.

    "Tch, what a persistent bastard."

    My eyes naturally narrowed.

    'He seems familiar with it.'

    His following words confirmed it wasn't a mistake.

    "You don't seem surprised. It's not your first time?"

    "... That's something I intended to ask."

    "It's a persistent ill-fate. That thing's the Vanguard, hence inevitable."

    Gretman was knowledgeable about these exceptional entities.

    'Vanguard...'

    That term made me realize the exact role of its dimension-splitting ability.

    When it pierces through the dimensions, it seemingly allows other unusual entities to come through.

    'One is a Vanguard, another is monitored by the system, and the third one...?'

    The system informed me there were three exceptional entities.

    With the topic at hand, I decided to inquire about the other exceptional entities.

    "Do you know anything about the others?"

    "Yet despite encountering it, you're untouched...."

    However, Gretman ignored my question completely.

    "Seems your god is watching over you?"

    There was little point in repeatedly questioning someone who obviously didn't want to answer.

    Discussing it further with the system seemed like the only option.

    Though it irked me that he referred to the system as my god.

    'Well, it does possess divine qualities.'

    There was no plausible argument against it.

    In reality, I was indeed receiving the system's assistance.

    "Well, I am receiving some help."

    "That's fortunate to hear."

    Gretman, seemingly having reached a conclusion, urged me again.

    "Nevertheless, just in case, we should hasten our pace. We've come too far to fail now."

    I, too, had no wish to waste any more time, so I followed closely behind Gretman again.

    While moving swiftly, I glanced at the message, already displayed three times.

    'Abnormal access.'

    If that thing continues to interfere unpredictably, I might not live long.

    Although Gretman was by my side for now, I couldn't rely on him forever.

    'I must prepare a countermeasure.'

    Currently, no specific plan came to mind.

    But hope remained.

    'Divinity.'

    Given the authority of Meferoseta I used in the tent just minutes ago, I thought I might acquire it soon.

    'Once secured, it'll pave the way for preparing some form of countermeasure.'

    For now, sticking close to Gretman was the best strategy.

    I matched the pace Gretman set as he accelerated.

    Simultaneously, I began manipulating the game interface busily.

    Rather than wasting time during the journey, I planned to organize pending tasks.

    The first thing was to disseminate information to players I had connections with in clubs, associations, and the Order.

    With the state of affairs ever-changing in the player world, identifying new members was a priority.

    'Maxim is dead.'

    In his place, a second-selection player named Kiyashko would assume the position of the Russian branch chief, so it would be best to inform that side.

    'They share a goal of defending Earth alongside me, after all.'

    Next in line was the surprisingly persistent Cello.

    'I must also relay this to Ethan and Lily.'

    There were several third-selection players, like Coconuts, on the rise.

    Additionally, Kim Muwon, whom I recently brought under my control.

    'I should also take care of Ahn Hyewon, who recently founded a clan.'

    Among others, select individuals from China I manage.

    Large clan leaders newly joined Club 249.

    Existing gold rank members I've maintained exchanges with through the club.

    Nadia and Kirish, along with Joseph from the same Order of Palao.

    'Obviously not including Fabian.'

    Instead, I decided to include a couple of European players not on good terms with him.

    And players from countries allied with Korea.

    The list amounted to a total of 35 players.

    The number increased by four compared to the list I previously compiled.

    Though six notable ones died, it felt that there were certainly more players around.

    'It indeed feels like the number of players has increased.'

    Since the third selection, the total number of surviving players was about 320 thousand.

    It's several times greater than the number lingering around 60 thousand after the second selection.

    Purely in terms of numbers, the players made up about half of the Biharin frontline forces.

    The fact that they were all growing into Earth's defenders was reassuring.

    'It's just that with the increased number, more trouble has also arisen.'

    I sighed deeply and opened dozens of chat windows.

    'Last time, I informed them that the gates would decrease.'

    Providing beneficial information like this helps establish a superior position in relationships and build trust over time.

    The simple yet robust trust that the information I provide is reliable.

    A strength that cannot be attained in a short time.

    'This also serves to elevate my worth.'

    Players have no idea about the source of the information I bring.

    Under such circumstances, provoking me is akin to killing the goose that lays golden eggs.

    It means they have to be cautious about threatening me or opposing me, as they'd hate to lose the benefit of the information I provide.

    Furthermore, they'll play a role in keeping those who threaten me in check.

    If anyone tries to monopolize me or snatch the information away from me, they end up being abandoned on the Nakdong River.

    'There are more than enough reasons to invest time and effort in management.'

    And the results of that effort have been quite positive.

    'I bet most would laugh it off even if I played a rude prank.'

    Of course, I've never tried, nor do I plan to.

    It would be like demolishing the carefully built tower with my own hands.

    However, being able to confidently rely on it is truly encouraging.

    'The fact that the best and brightest from around the world, who survived fierce wars with monsters, are trying to appease me.'

    It also serves as a means to protect myself and my party more securely from increasingly large organizations.

    Forming a clan requires a lot of time and effort.

    'If one doesn't wish to give up on personal growth, it's an untouched territory.'

    Hence, I constantly remind those who claim some power of my value and caution them.

    To avoid falling out of favor, I need to remind them of the benefits of the information I provide.

    Even today, I wrote the same message in those dozens of chatrooms to reinforce the simple rule.

    - K: There is a high possibility that attribute mana of general-rank or higher will drop soon. I recommend actively considering recruiting Normal players.

    For silver ranks, casting a magic or two shouldn't be challenging.

    It implies that there's no one unable to use a wide-area magic if they possess attribute mana.

    The clever ones certainly had more than enough ability to figure it out.

    Now was the time to exchange information with those with whom I had more solid trust relationships.

    Those likely to have already surmised, based on circumstances, that I had some sort of connection with the system.

    - K: Does anyone know about %*&%@「email protected」?

    Right after sending the chat message, I froze for a moment.

    I was sure I wrote about unusual entities, but the text was jumbled and showed up as gibberish.

    "What are you doing there? Hurry up and follow."

    Gretman, who had halted with me, urged me onward.

    I reflexively began moving again, but my gaze remained fixed on the chat window.

    - Lily: The message doesn't display properly.

    - Eisa: Is it a typo?

    After a brief contemplation, I decided to rephrase my question.

    Of course, it proved unnecessary.

    - K: Anyone at the Order hear about ■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■?

    This time, the entire text was blocked.

    'Is saying it not even permissible to other players?'

    Then, I should assume that the Biharin aren't aware of the unusual entities, right?

    'Surely...... Palao priests wouldn't have omitted such matters deliberately.'

    Especially since classifying monsters was something learned at the beginning when servers connected.

    It was too early for different Orders to conspire to deceive players intentionally.

    If they genuinely were unaware of the unusual entities, it made sense not to explain them.

    I observed Gretman, who walked ahead, and asked.

    "Do the Biharin not know about that guy?"

    At the out-of-the-blue question, Gretman glanced back at me.

    I thought he might ignore me again, as he did before.

    "Shouldn't ants need not to know about the hierarchy of mana?"

    It was an affirmation that the Biharin weren't deceiving us intentionally.

    As I inadvertently let out a sigh of relief, Gretman added another comment.

    "Although it seems you're a bit different, thanks to your direct interactions with a god... don't expect the same caliber from the inhabitants of this world or those of your world."

    The meaning behind Gretman's words was straightforward.

    'Humans need not even know about these unusual entities.'
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    In a world where causality exists, an ordinary beast would have no need to acquire knowledge of quantum mechanics.

    Therefore, they simply do not have the intelligence to comprehend that knowledge.

    Similarly, an ordinary human doesn't need to know about beings that fall outside the norm. Even if someone told them to their face, they wouldn't understand.

    "Is it because they wouldn't have the power to defy such existence, even if they knew?"

    I felt as though I had glimpsed a little of the essence of causality.

    "A framework, limits, rules... something along those lines."

    I had heard similar words when I first conversed with the Damned System. It suggested that causality was a very old rule, the origins of which were unknown.

    Was it because of this concept of causality that Gretman didn't explain in detail about those beings who existed outside the norm?

    'Because even if explained, I wouldn't be able to comprehend it at my level.'

    It felt as though the journey ahead had suddenly become longer and more daunting. Nevertheless, I didn't slow my pace as I followed Gretman.

    Feeling overwhelmed wasn't a valid reason to give up and stop; the finish line was a reward only for those who refuse easy solutions and persevere relentlessly.

    I steeled my heart once more and responded to messages received through the chat window.

    Just then, someone who had been sending private messages instead of chatting publicly caught my attention.

    「A message has arrived from Codename Sniper.」

    I instantly opened the private chat window with Sniper. The contents of the message were simple.

    - Sniper: Why not just come over to Earth instead of sending strange messages? Either replenish our numbers or come to support, one or the other.

    Both Ethan and I had been focusing heavily on the main scenario.

    Hence, our efforts were largely confined to Bihar, catching new bounty targets whenever they were updated.

    Even then, as the association began to suppress murders, work had dwindled significantly, and Ethan was taking on more of the burden than I was.

    Meanwhile, Sniper was dealing with issues related to Cratoll and troublesome players on Earth.

    He has been primarily focusing on collecting random boxes, so it was an expected outcome.

    Of course, Eisa, who was familiar with the realities of drug cartels, was assisting him.

    'Most of the additional bounty hunters are on Earth anyway.'

    And yet, if he needed support...

    - K : For now, try asking the U. S. to support general players.

    - Sniper: Is it okay to just increase the number of those who aren't bounty hunters? What if they catch on to the map scheme?

    - K : It doesn't seem like the time to worry about such matters. Perhaps it might be better to leak some information and get official activity permits from the association.

    - K : The final decision is yours as the person in charge of the field.

    - Sniper: Hmm... I'll think about it. For now, I'll rotate the ones I've connected through the CIA or FBI, so know that I'll figure it out that way.

    - Sniper: But it's only temporary. Please increase the personnel as soon as possible. The number of new recruits is growing exponentially after the third selection round.

    If Sniper's words were right, the number would almost reach 30.

    'And yet, they're having trouble keeping up with what's being produced now...'

    Once drugs reach the market, it becomes nearly impossible to intervene. If the drug reaches the consumers, it's the last stage of the transaction.

    Leaving it to the individual's choice is a lazy and foolish approach; not everyone in the world possesses strict self-control.

    'We must cut off access entirely from the first distribution point before they hit the market.'

    That's the most efficient prevention tactic.

    Given the situation, I should request an increase in the number of bounty hunters once we secure new divinity.

    'If they are to move as an association task force in the future, they'll need to be recruited diligently.'

    The ultimate goal was to turn bounty hunters into a policing force, akin to law enforcement, among players.

    They would have excellent authority to hunt down killers or those exploiting holes behind the scenes.

    Ethan would handle murders or issues among civilians, while Sniper would handle drug and monster-related cases.

    I had already planned out who would take responsibility in the future.

    - K : Hold out just a little longer. I'll supplement the numbers as soon as possible.

    - Sniper: I will do my best to endure, but take it seriously and hurry.

    I sighed deeply while nodding in agreement.

    'I will have to hand over bounty hunter selection authority to Sniper soon enough.'

    It was inefficient for me to remain entangled in this issue. With Sniper and Eisa fully acclimated to the work, it seemed like it was time to shift responsibilities.

    "Oh, right."

    Come to think of it, now that the sixth scenario had ended, it was becoming time to add order-exclusive missions.

    Rumors were already settled about Palao providing significant loot to players through order-exclusive missions.

    'Sustaining this will increase the entrance rate of players by the fourth and fifth selection rounds.'

    As applicants swell, the probability of finding talents grows. A surge in skilled players naturally amplifies the order's influence.

    I organized the additional system-recommended missions and sent them to Jordan.

    'Next is...'

    And in the blink of an eye, the atmosphere changed suddenly.

    *gasp*

    I inadvertently inhaled sharply and came to a halt.

    The densely wooded northern forest, not letting in even a speck of light, felt out of place.

    Though the weather forecasted heavy rains, the ground was parched and no raindrops fell.

    Even my clothes and body—soaked in rain moments before—felt dry, as if by magic.

    "What is this..."

    For a moment, I was caught off guard by the situation defying logic. But my brows rose sharply as I soon found someone standing idly not far away.

    "What took you so long?!"

    Standing on one leg with arms crossed, Gilenios shouted irritably.

    While I focused on him, Gretman turned his back, offering not a word in reply. His role apparently concluded, he walked off into the rain without hesitation.

    "Well."

    Their teamwork was impressive.

    I shook my head in disbelief as I surveyed the scene surrounding Gilenios. Just a short distance from a player's outpost set up on the outskirts of a corrupted area.

    Amid a thickly wooded forest, I noticed partially destroyed barriers and the debris of collapsed buildings.

    "This explains why things felt odd..."

    I recognized this place.

    "What are you mumbling about?"

    As I looked around, Gilenios beckoned me over with a finger.

    "I can't move from here, so come to me."

    What was about to unfold was crystal clear to me.

    With a snort, I walked toward Gilenios.

    "Why are you so compliant today?"

    "If you want, I can act suspiciously paranoid again."

    "Wow, how can listening to just words be so dreadful?"

    Though Gilenios mocked, he kept glancing around warily, clearly on guard against something, so I told him.

    "If it's the Vanguard, Gretman just drove them off."

    The system had detected the approach, which meant it would observe me and prevent additional approaches for the time being.

    For now, things should be safe. However, Gilenios wasn't just fretting over those existing outside the norms.

    "How do you know that again? I'm worried not about him, but about the woman desperate to find you. So let's hurry it up."

    His words prompted a lot of reflection.

    'Is he possibly referring to one of the Seven Great Gods?'

    Among them, there were three feminine ones, including Palao, Finelpenia, and Agnotia.

    If one of them were watching me...

    "Agnotia?"

    "Wow, you guessed right off the bat? Something must have happened already?"

    "Well, sort of. But what do you mean by her looking for me? Sounds like she can't see me right now."

    "This place was made for that purpose. If she finds out where we're taking you, she'll surely chase after. We can't let that happen. If we lose you, we're all doomed. That's why we've hidden you in this space, and why I can't move around to maintain it. I'm not yet at a high enough level to do otherwise. Got it?"

    For whatever reason, Gilenios was cooperating far more compliantly than last time.

    Even though his manner was overall annoying, I was grateful for the information.

    "She was definitely watching while you were on your way here. Like a voyeur."

    *sigh*

    A sigh escaped me naturally hearing his continued words.

    "Another like the System and Karlos..."

    I couldn't fathom why so many twisted beings were keen on observing me.

    "Come quickly if you get it already."

    He reached out with his hand as I approached.

    His actions were reminiscent of our last encounter, making me smile wryly as I spoke.

    "Treat it well, or I'll have a fit if there's even a scratch when I wake up."

    "Hmm... being so obedient, Meferoseta?"

    He seemed to finally grasp why I was cooperating so readily.

    "Why even ask when you already know?"

    Ignoring his question, I took his hand.

    The interface cracked around us, and my consciousness faded as my body crumbled.

    "Hey, I still have..."

    As I slumped to the ground, I faintly heard Gilenios' annoyed voice, but before he could finish, my consciousness was completely severed.

    * * *

    "You can't even let someone ask a question without sniping."

    No sooner had the complaint escaped his lips than K's body slumped entirely.

    Gilenios reached out to collect K's limp form.

    He initially intended to just grab him by the scruff and haul him up, but considering K's last words nagged at him.

    He had likely fallen out of favor since botching their first meeting.

    If he haphazardly handled K and ended up scratching him, what then?

    "He'd definitely throw a fit."

    Gilenios ultimately lowered himself to cradle K gently.

    During this, K, whose eyes were closed as if lost in sleep, twitched.

    It was truly astonishing.

    "He's moving?"

    K was presently alive but not truly alive—merely existing.

    In order to pass through the dimensional rift, it was unavoidable for K's level.

    Without the proper credentials to utilize the rift, one risked getting swept away and becoming lost.

    Thus, Gilenios made K into something more akin to the clothes he wore.

    Yet he was still moving in such a state?

    "Such a finicky and sensitive guy."

    Of all the people, why choose someone so perceptive and suspicious?

    Wouldn't picking someone kind and docile have been better?

    Grumbling inwardly, Gilenios carefully carried K.

    And he ground his teeth, pondering the root of all this stress.

    "He always leaves the shady stuff to me. Damn it. Do gods think they can just do anything?"

    As he muttered, he heard an answer internally.

    Gilenios frowned instantly and shouted.

    "Who dumps everything on me while leisurely dallying over there?!"

    A barrage of further aggravating words followed.

    It was an ongoing pattern.

    Under usual circumstances, he would spar with the voice until he vented, but there was no time for that just now.

    There was a presence outside, pounding against the space created by Karlos' authority.

    "That bastard seriously..."

    If he dallied further, the space might well shatter, prompting a sense of urgency in Gilenios.

    Gilenios clenched his teeth and glanced above.

    "It's becoming more blatant."

    After suspicions arose concerning Palao's disappearance, several gods had shown interest in her divinity.

    Practically all except Senoa and Karlos had expressed such interest.

    All had dispatched followers to seek traces of Palao, at least under the pretense of recovering what was hers.

    However, Agnotia's actions were distinct.

    Overtly intent on absorbing divinity, her behavior exuded both obsession and madness.

    Which was why this convoluted process was necessary to bring K to his destination.

    They absolutely could not let Agnotia find out where they were headed.

    If something went wrong en route, their single hope would shatter.

    "I need to straighten this out quickly."

    Resolving to expedite matters and save time, Gilenios came to a conclusion.

    Calling upon his allowed authority, he shouted.

    "Enough, just zip it! We need to secure this guy, right?!"

    Immediately, with K draped over him, his body dispersed like smoke, collapsing the space crafted by divinity.

    As raindrops began to fill the void left behind, brushed over by a presence vast enough that ordinary people couldn't perceive it.

    And moments later,

    Thud, crash, crack!

    Mighty sounds resonated as nearby trees toppled over en masse.

    The area was now a mess. It was as if someone had vented their fury.
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    「According to Palao's arrangement, the entry of the Inheritance candidate is permitted.」

    「We prepare the most suitable trial for the inheritance candidate.」

    When I opened my eyes again, there was an unfamiliar sentence added to the message window.

    Everything around me was white.

    At first, I thought it was a space created by the System.

    However, just by turning my head a few times, I quickly realized that wasn't the case.

    "A temple..."

    The walls, pillars, and even the floor tiles...

    Every structure was identical to the prayer room I visited when I received blessings during the entry exam or additional awakenings.

    It felt like that place had been massively expanded.

    It was a space as wide as if six or seven soccer fields were connected together.

    And at the center was a gigantic statue proudly standing.

    "Palao..."

    Lying on the cold floor, looking up at the statue of Palao, I sat up.

    I began to trace back the events that had led me here.

    Just moments ago, the place where I was standing with Gilenios seemed to be the one I had seen when using the authority of Meferoseta in the past.

    The place from the glimpses of the future where Gilenios had carried me.

    'I wasn't completely clueless.'

    To be precise, I knowingly walked into it.

    The bait shaken by Karlos, Gilenios, and Gretman was just too enticing.

    "Divinity..."

    When I used the authority of Meferoseta for the second time, witnessing the kidnapping scene, many things were different.

    Most of the images were blurry, and the headache was strangely intense.

    But, I clearly saw it. The message that I absorbed divinity.

    That message had appeared in the transparent system window right behind that enormous statue of Palao.

    'It wasn't a coincidence seeing such a future when divinity was needed.'

    Karlos had used Meferoseta's authority to bait me into tailing Gretman with something I couldn't resist.

    It seemed like the time he spoke about in the past was now.

    Thus, I gladly took the bait.

    'Having divinity would make game updates or the development of the Order proceed more smoothly.'

    It would also provide a means to counter the extraordinary beings that might target me anytime, anywhere.

    Of course, I would have to offer the divinity to the System.

    But, for my safety, I can make such an investment.

    Even without that, in the face of the next goal of achieving the Platinum rank, it might serve as a valuable variable given the stagnant growth rate.

    Based on my experiences so far, having divinity is a hundred times better than not having it.

    No, it's something I must obtain, even if I have to endure certain risks.

    So, determined to do my best, I followed Gretman.

    'I suppose I'll have to wait a bit.'

    Judging by the remaining sentences in the message window and the blinking dot at the bottom of my vision, it seemed like there was some preparation needed to start this so-called trial.

    Realizing there were no urgent matters at the moment, I took out a pocket watch from my pocket.

    I intended to check how much time had passed since I lost consciousness.

    "......"

    However, the second hand of the pocket watch wasn't moving at all.

    'I'll have to check the community.'

    It was a bit troublesome, but by posting a new message, I could compare the update time with previous posts.

    I tapped the community icon, as always, located on the side of my vision.

    But what greeted me was an entirely new white screen.

    "......"

    A pure white page with no text at all, like a blank page that appears when the internet disconnects.

    I tried pressing other icons just in case.

    The shop wouldn't open, the status window wouldn't pop up, and I couldn't access the Order's community either.

    I couldn't even retrieve items from the inventory.

    'I can turn the message window on and off without any issue.'

    It seemed all other functions were completely inactive.

    It appeared everything I could actively do was blocked.

    "Sigh."

    In a situation where all communication with the outside was cut off, and without any visible doors or windows, I was completely trapped here.

    'Even if there were a way out, I wouldn't leave.'

    With a clear purpose of securing divinity, I wasn't going to walk out on my own.

    I glanced around briefly before moving on.

    I decided to inspect this space reminiscent of a temple or a prayer room.

    Yet, after examining the center, which housed the statue, and even along the edges, I concluded that it was all in vain.

    Everything here was identical as if stamped from the same mold.

    Having nothing left to do, I returned to the side of the statue once more.

    'Let's train.'

    With nothing else on my agenda, focusing on mana training seemed like a good idea.

    I still hadn't advanced to the Mana Domination phase, and there was a sense of urgency.

    'If I buy it from the shop, I should be able to advance easily.'

    With the mana I currently have, I could afford the 500 million worth of Mana Domination and still have plenty left.

    Moreover, having mastered Mana Control to 100%, I could even get a discount.

    But, from my experience till now, it seemed like too reckless a move.

    'The rate of magic implementation differs immediately.'

    Those who advanced to control by purchasing Mana Manipulation struggled immensely in manifesting magic.

    'The average takes minutes.'

    Worse yet, it's extremely rare for those records to be shortened.

    On the other hand, those who have unlocked Mana Manipulation on their own, like Ethan, Kim Yul, Yang Hyewon, and myself, showed a completely different progress.

    Even if initially they faced difficulty, they could gradually shorten the implementation time.

    On an actual battlefield where many lives were at stake, this difference was crucial in determining combat capability.

    Knowing this apparent contrast, I desired to achieve Mana Domination with my own strength.

    'Even if it takes time, I must walk with my own feet.'

    I must not get used to walking with the help of other people's power.

    Seated next to the statue of Palao, I began mana training immediately.

    After a few hours passed, suddenly there was a beep, a sound close to an electronic tone.

    When I opened my eyes, the previously blinking dot at the bottom of my view had changed into a number.

    'Zero percent.'

    Keeping my eyes unwavering on the number, it took about ten minutes for it to increase by 1%.

    'It might not take as long as I thought.'

    I refocused on mana training and continued to wait for the right moment.

    * * *

    Inside the Loborre Fortress, there was a three-story stone building used as a base by the Hamas Clan.

    Now, with the main scenario of Chapter 6 concluded, clan Leader Mayak roared a thunderous outburst in that place.

    "Damn it, you claim to wear the Gold rank?! Aren't you ashamed of getting beaten without even a single counterattack?!"

    Smack, smack!

    "Why don't you just become a punching bag, huh?!"

    Mayak's outburst was accompanied by the sound of slapping a cheek.

    Unable to restrain himself any longer, a man shouted back.

    "Why are you yelling at me?! That bastard suddenly picked a fight!"

    It was Samazal, the player who had been beaten unilaterally by K a few days ago.

    He had to pay dearly for catching K's attention with an irritable topic during a sensitive time.

    Reports of the incident spread throughout the community, publicly humiliating him.

    His codename, real name, and even his usual behavior within the Hamas Clan quickly became known.

    Upon reflection, it was inevitable.

    Samazal frequently belittled players with common mana while boasting about his attribute mana.

    Though it was his clan members who suffered direct harm, other players who shared the corrupted area had also heard his foul words.

    And among players, the proportion of those possessing attribute mana wasn't very high.

    Even generously estimated, it would be around 30%.

    As the number of players grew, the proportion of those who manifested attribute mana continued to diminish.

    In such circumstances, having consistently mocked common mana holders, he had essentially made enemies with every step.

    Thanks to him, the Hamas Clan was swiftly labeled as a den for delinquents.

    Players not of Saudi Arabian nationality even began to leave the clan one by one.

    All this transpired in merely a few days.

    Consequently, Samazal's brother, Mayak, was at his boiling point.

    And now, the very person responsible for igniting this chain of events was snapping back defiantly, driving him to a breaking point.

    "Shut up!"

    With a scarlet face, Mayak harshly kicked Samazal.

    The sudden kick sent Samazal sprawling backward.

    "You, because of you, huh?!"

    Thud, thud, thud.

    Mayak continued to kick him.

    "I can't even show my face in front of other clan leaders!"

    Mayak's rage wasn't just about humiliation or a sense of disgrace.

    The root of it lay in the fact that the issue had reached the ears of Saudi Arabia's royal family.

    'I still need to be wary of those guys.'

    Royal support was crucial for growing the clan and managing players effectively.

    It was faster to solve practical issues and financial problems with their backing.

    However, it wasn't yet the time when the royal family truly comprehended the need for players.

    The day when holes would open, and managing the nation without players would become unimaginable was yet in the future.

    Until then, it was wise to remain subdued.

    'I had planned to make them kneel and beg to destroy messeo and block the holes.'

    Going further, Mayak's ultimate goal was to have Saudi Arabia kneel beneath his feet and rule over it.

    Yet, his own kin had tainted that grand plan with filth.

    Mayak had endured all sorts of humiliations from the royal family over this incident.

    From derogatory remarks about genetics to accusations questioning his capability to lead the Hamas Clan, representing Saudi Arabia.

    'Those bastards, whom I could crush with a mere gesture, dared...'

    Just thinking about what he had endured a few hours ago induced a dizzying fury.

    Mayak vented all that emotion onto Samazal.

    "Don't even dream of showing your face in Bihar anytime soon!"

    Kicking Samazal once more, Mayak turned back towards the desk with an outburst. He then gulped down a bottle of liquor he brought from Earth.

    After emptying the bottle at once, Mayak pressed his temples, screaming from the pounding headache.

    "If you understand, get out!"

    Looking genuinely aggrieved, Samazal hung his head and stomped out of the office.

    "What nerve..."

    Mayak's anger flared again at the insolence, making him throw the empty bottle in his hand at the closed door.

    Crash!

    The glass shattered, splitting into pieces and scattering all over.

    Still restless, Mayak proceeded to smash furniture in the room.

    After venting for quite a while, enough sanity returned to him to think clearly.

    'If I stay idle, we'll become a laughingstock.'

    Failing to respond appropriately could lead to the carefully cultivated clan splitting apart.

    The possibility of the royal support veering elsewhere couldn't be ignored.

    Yet confronting K with a duel or any public means of retribution carried its own risks.

    'Push it the wrong way, and it'll backfire.'

    K was an exceptionally renowned individual in the player world.

    'No, it's fair to say he's the most famous.'

    With a belligerent disposition, a powerful Level 5 attribute, outstanding combat prowess, keen intellect, and swift actions.

    He was assessed as a versatile player equipped with all elements necessary for success.

    Among such various strengths, there was one more trait valued by clan leaders and influential figures working with governments.

    'He has a wide network.'

    K was either acquainted with, in friendly terms, or a cooperative partner or friend with many significant figures within the player world.

    Among those occupying notable positions, there were few whom K had poor relations with.

    Even adversaries, separated and left alone with K, wouldn't cause trouble interacting with him.

    'I've heard he has an information line somewhere.'

    Hence, it required prudence.
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    'It means that there are plenty of opportunists out there ready to score points by helping him if anything goes wrong.'

    And among those opportunists, there might be some who held grievances against the Hamas Clan.

    Furthermore, K was only part of a small group with just three party members.

    It would be unreasonable for a clan with a total of 200 members to pick a fight publicly because of the massive difference in scale.

    'But if they engage in a one-on-one duel, they'll be smashed.'

    K was subtly regarded as the top-ranked player.

    It was foolish to doubt the prowess of someone exploring a 5-star corrupted area with just three people.

    Given the circumstances, what else could one do?

    "They can only try to strike from behind in secret."

    Getting caught meant bearing a significant risk in many ways.

    Mayak wasn't entirely lacking backup either.

    He had none other than Lily Evans, the highest-ranking official of the association, on his side.

    "As long as there are no evidences, no problem."

    For years, the relationship between the Saudi Arabian royal family and the U. S. government had been rocky.

    However, the two nations were still officially allies.

    So, even if the association and K were on good terms.

    Without clear evidence, Lily Evans couldn't touch him.

    First, he had to start by investigating K's surroundings.

    Mayak gritted his teeth, contemplating K, the cause of this chaos.

    He vowed to teach that arrogant guy a lesson.

    Show what happens if he crosses the Hamas Clan and himself.

    At that moment, when Mayak gritted his teeth and vowed revenge.

    K, the target of his vengeance, faced a familiar message.

    *

    「Mana Control is attempting to evolve into Mana Domination!」

    To transition from Mana Control to Mana Domination, one must first feel the mana as it is.

    In essence, I should be able to break it down into elemental units and perceive them individually.

    It's a long, tedious process.

    Once that tedious process is over, only then can the work to transition to domination begin.

    "Finally."

    It was an indescribable sensation.

    As if thrown into a sea of mana.

    A feeling that, if not careful, one could lose their sense of self and blend into the mana-filled world.

    An odd sensation that made it seem like I would dissolve into the collective of life, losing my individuality.

    If I let myself go in that sea, the evolution would fail.

    However, if I maintained my self and firmly held on, coloring the vast mana into something defined by me.

    「The Mana Control is attempting to evolve into Mana Domination!」

    My will began to permeate the mana.

    In this state, I could see, hear, and feel the world through mana.

    Mana flowing outside my body became my eyes, ears, hands, and feet to exercise my will.

    I was filled with confidence that, where my mana resided, I could accomplish anything.

    In such a situation, hanging onto cold reason was crucial.

    The thrill I experienced was momentary and would vanish if my concentration wavered.

    If I let my guard down, the mana tied to me would revert.

    But managing not to indulge in the brief omnipotence and exhilaration wasn't easy.

    "Ugh..."

    「Evolution failed.」

    Yet again, I failed, as evidenced by the familiar message that I'd seen hundreds of times.

    Despite the repeated failures, I didn't feel discouraged.

    The speed at which I attached mana to myself was increasing, and the duration was getting longer.

    Watching Gretman handle mana personally had been highly beneficial.

    It felt like a preview of the path I was meant to take.

    "I can do it."

    Thanks to that, I felt assured that I could soon reach the realm of domination through my own power.

    "Sigh..."

    I let out a languid breath, drawing the corners of my mouth into a satisfied smile.

    However, my circumstances were frustrating, despite the smooth mana training.

    Running fingers wrapped in attribute mana across the ground drew a line, which reflected my frustrating situation even more clearly.

    Every time I attempted or failed to evolve a skill, I recorded it this way.

    Four vertical lines and one horizontal line, creating sets of five that filled the ground, were overwhelming to see.

    It was even more overwhelming knowing that I had drawn them.

    The latest count was 238.

    This meant I had tried to transition to Mana Domination 238 times in this bare room.

    "I could keep going, but..."

    Honestly, it wasn't that I disliked concentrating solely on training like this.

    There were no interruptions, and I didn't have to exert energy on other plans.

    Naturally though, concentration and efficiency improved, so it wasn't bad.

    I couldn't abandon all thoughts and dedicate myself solely to this, though.

    Too much time had passed cut off from the outside world.

    "At least a month."

    If my beard or nails grew, I could have gauged the time more accurately.

    But my body showed no physiological reactions, as if life functions had ceased.

    So I was left with vague estimations.

    Perhaps it wasn't a month, but two months had passed.

    Engaging in mana training blurred the sense of time, so it wasn't impossible.

    And yet, nothing had happened.

    Finally, I inhaled deeply and broke my silence.

    "Hey, system. When will this trial start?"

    "Do I need to complain to Palao? Hello?"

    "Going insane."

    Neither the statue of Palao nor the system responded to my call.

    "How long do they intend to leave me like this?"

    The percentage in my line of sight had reached 99% two days after I arrived here.

    The problem was it hadn't budged since, remaining immovable.

    I wasn't sure if it was a relief, but.

    I didn't feel hunger or thirst here, not even sleepiness.

    Sure, mana training left me fatigued, but.

    "Even though I didn't sleep and held on, my condition didn't differ much."

    In these circumstances, all I could do was repeatedly train and ponder.

    Aside from that, it was only inquiring impatiently about the trial.

    Once again following today's pattern, I leaned with a deep sigh on Palao's effigy.

    Unlike the cold ground, Palao's statue felt warm, like human body temperature.

    "Maybe that's why I tend to cling to it more often."

    Although I believed I wasn't one overly influenced by loneliness or a sense of belonging.

    I am, however, a living, breathing person.

    Spending time in an empty space devoid of other life wasn't easy.

    So I often found myself leaning against Palao's warm statue.

    And whenever I leaned into that warmth and sat to rest, many thoughts arose.

    What changes had occurred outside during my absence?

    "Surely, there aren't rumors circulating that I'm dead?"

    If that were the case, the foundations I'd built might crumble.

    Adding insult to injury if some pretender seized my absence.

    "Just the thought raises my blood pressure."

    Seeing the influence I had built crumble was not something I wanted.

    Moreover, I worried about my party members.

    The timing—right before stirring trouble with the Hamas Clan—didn't help.

    In my absence, clashing with a major clan might not yield favorable results.

    "I set Yul with the association members to aid if needed."

    Unfortunately, going to the association wasn't the best choice in a clash with the Hamas Clan.

    The fortunate part was making connections with Cello and Kirish last time.

    "Cello aside, kirish or Joseph wouldn't ignore my party members."

    Their terms were based on cold profit-and-loss assessments mixed with personal likes/dislikes.

    Not always together, but helping and looking out for one another like good comrades.

    "With several backup plans, they should've averted the worst."

    If both were unharmed, taking down the Hamas Clan wouldn't be an issue later.

    After worrying about my party members, I then fretted about the Cratoll issue.

    "Asking for additional people hints a bigger problem might have arisen..."

    Even the assumption caused me to let out deep sighs.

    The impending power reshuffle among Chinese players concerned me.

    Being stuck here with nothing but worries piling up was nerve-wracking.

    "It'll be an issue if this doesn't secure the divinity."

    Is waiting truly the answer?

    Would it have been better to abandon this and head to Agnotia at once?

    Anxiety over the future always snared my thoughts, making me consider "what ifs."

    "It's driving me crazy."

    Thoughts began to entangle, one trailing after another with no end in sight.

    Paired with questions at the back of my mind, they formed bottomless depths.

    Feeling drained as if entangled in endless contemplation, I closed my eyes.

    Even then, the game interface occupied part of my view, asserting its presence.

    As if stubbornly reminding me of the war disguised as a game.

    Blankly staring at the icons, now as natural as part of my body, when unexpectedly.

    The frozen numerical value, unmoved at 99%, blinked.

    The moment I snapped my eyes open, it shifted to 100 and disappeared.

    「The first trial commences.」

    「Prove your resilience, candidate for Inheritance.」

    「Our candidate's stats are limited.」

    Right after, new messages flashed, and my body felt heavy.

    "Orabang!"

    From the side, a familiar voice came.

    Turning toward the vivid presence, I found myself face to face with...

    "Ugh!"

    I had to quickly grab Yeonwoo's hand, which lunged toward my chest.

    Beaming.

    Yeonwoo's usual bright smile compelled her to shove her hand with force, toward me.

    With it, the dagger in Yeonwoo's hand came closer to my abdomen.

    Yes, Yeonwoo was gripping a 30cm dagger and aiming to stab me.

    I was taken aback.

    However, I didn't let that bewilderment cloud my rational thinking.

    It wasn't hard to realize the figure before me wasn't the actual Yeonwoo.

    Yeonwoo would never stab me.

    Besides, it's impossible for the family that didn't become players after the third selection to be here in Bihar.

    "The system can't conduct a fourth selection."

    My rational mind deduced the reality, basing on logical outcomes.

    Regaining composure swiftly, I seized the dagger from the entity posing as Yeonwoo.

    Despite the message about limited abilities, my body felt weighed down.

    It was as if I'd returned to the ordinary human state before this game commenced.

    "Still, I'm stronger than Yeonwoo."

    Despite feeling sluggish, my experience remained intact.

    Seizing the dagger, I took a reversed grip, pushing back at the one posing as Yeonwoo.

    Almost concurrently, I sensed movement behind me.

    I swung the dagger in reverse.

    But before the blade met its target, it halted mid-air.

    "Hyung."

    Jinwoo emerged from behind, creating the confusion.

    I knew logically it couldn't be Jinwoo.

    The clarity of the vision was overpowering, causing my body to take a moment to react.

    This resulted in a stinging heat across my back.

    The one mimicking Jinwoo had stabbed a dagger into my back.

    Fortunately, the moment the blade made contact, I instinctively leaned away, preventing a deep wound.

    Nonetheless, the skin tore, and blood flowed.

    "You piece of!"

    Rage surged up to my head.

    At the creature donning my brother's appearance.

    For allowing myself to be deceived so easily.

    And, to the one responsible for crafting this damned scenario!

    The blade, which hovered in mid-air, propelled forward on a tide of fury.

    Damned System.

  
    Chapter 214

    Chapter 214. Inheritance (6)

    The two-story stone building in Habon served as a base for K's party. The atmosphere felt heavier than usual.

    This was because the communication with K, the central figure of this party, had been interrupted.

    "Still can't get in touch?"

    At Kim Yul's question, Yang Taeho, with an unusually stern face, nodded.

    Both their eyes were glued to their chat windows.

    After the conclusion of the main scenario.

    When K sent a message saying he would be away for a few days, they weren't particularly worried. He often engaged in solo activities.

    He was someone who went around hitting others rather than getting hit.

    But it felt odd that there had been no contact for over two days.

    When K wasn't with the party, he usually provided a status report once a day at midnight. It was a kind of survival declaration, sharing his schedule at the same time.

    But two consecutive days of silence?

    When they sent a message asking when he would return since something felt off:

    「Unable to send a message to this player.」

    Unlike normal, a warning message popped up.

    Three more days passed that way.

    Today was the fifth day since K had left.

    "Phew."

    "Sigh."

    Kim Yul and Yang Taeho sighed in turns.

    It was puzzling why a warning message appeared in response to K's actions.

    Both knew K was hiding something.

    But they hadn't cared much before.

    Because he hadn't deceived them.

    He could have lied to cover things up but didn't.

    He just expressed he didn't want to talk about it.

    They assumed in due time, as their trust deepened, he would tell them and waited.

    If they had known this wait would lead to such unease, they might have asked sooner.

    "Ugh!"

    Kim Yul finally exploded in irritation.

    Normally, Yang Taeho would have calmed him, but not this time. He felt equally anxious.

    If something had happened to K, they would rush to help, sleeves rolled up. But they didn't know where K was.

    Even if that weren't the case, leaving in their current situation would be a bad move. Rumors that K was absent had spread among those who were connected with him.

    If his party members showed signs of unrest, it would admit something had happened to him.

    Fortunately, there had been no warning message saying K had died.

    Since this was the first time, asserting K's death felt uncertain.

    'Then, there must be plenty willing to help us.'

    Thanks to their outstanding party leader, they had strong connections.

    Yang Taeho chose to be a bit bolder using that advantage.

    "Act as if nothing is wrong, like always."

    "What about the ones Hamas placed around our residence?"

    "Provoking first, like usual. Act as if K is around and will be back soon, like there is no issue. Got it?"

    And decrease outgoing activities.

    Act as though taking a break following the main scenario's end.

    "... Okay."

    When K wasn't around, they were to follow Yang Taeho's lead.

    This was a rule set directly by K.

    That's why Yang Taeho deliberated before issuing guidelines. Kim Yul agreed without hesitation.

    Yet neither the one making the decisions nor the one following them could conceal their unease.

    "Woof!"

    "Hmm?"

    At that moment, absorbed in their thoughts, Yang Taeho and Kim Yul looked upstairs.

    "Woof, woof-woof!"

    Sounds of a dog barking began to grow closer.

    Only one being inside the base could make such sounds.

    As expected, Rice Cake barged into the dining area shortly after and clung noisily to Yang Taeho's leg near the entrance.

    "Woof-woof!"

    Kim Yul and Yang Taeho exchanged puzzled glances.

    The mysterious creature K had once picked up was generally mild-mannered.

    It wasn't particularly sensitive or wary of strangers.

    Anyone could hold it without resisting.

    But it had never approached or clung to anyone other than K.

    Only K received a tail wag of welcome.

    So, why was it like this today?

    Despite his confusion, Yang Taeho lifted Rice Cake and asked,

    "Want food?"

    In response, Rice Cake barked even more noisily.

    * * *

    I twisted and pulled out the dagger that I had plunged under the clavicle of the fake Yeonwoo as I watched the fake Jinwoo approaching.

    Then I tossed the limp body aside, only to have to repeat the action multiple times.

    I had already killed over forty of them.

    Corpses were strewn everywhere, and the once white floor was stained red.

    Yet, I again thrust my dagger into another one disguised as Jinwoo.

    "Damn it!"

    Stabbing a blade into the bodies of those I loved was a horrific experience.

    Even knowing they were fakes, the vivid imagery was too realistic.

    It felt as though I was actually piercing Yeonwoo and killing Jinwoo.

    But stopping wasn't an option.

    If I didn't kill them, I could die.

    I was nothing but an average adult male with a good physique at that moment.

    With my inventory blocked, I couldn't pull out any potions.

    All my abilities as a player were sealed, so I couldn't use mana.

    Patching wounds as I usually did was not feasible.

    That left me bleeding constantly from the stab wound on my back.

    Adding to this was the increasingly troublesome situation.

    'Initially, they came one by one.'

    Then, all of a sudden, groups of five or six started assaulting me simultaneously.

    Not just that, the respawn time was shortening too.

    Allowing any further injuries now would make it hard to withstand this long fight.

    In an unpredictable battle like this, conserving my strength was essential.

    Hence, I focused on delivering fatal blows to the counterfeit enemies.

    I killed relentlessly.

    Despite the overwhelming repugnance, I wielded my dagger with no hesitation.

    Battling the nauseating urge and dizzying sensation each time I did so.

    "Hey, Kang Hyunwoo."

    In the throng of twins, Jaehyuk appeared.

    "Hyunwoo."

    Then Jonghun showed up, aiming his blade at me.

    This damnable situation seemed determined to push me to my limits.

    Starting with Jonghun, everyone I'd known and had good relations with was showing up.

    Manager Hwang Kyungsoo from the logistics center who supported me understandingly.

    The colleagues I worked part-time with.

    My teachers and friends from school, and acquaintances I met as a player—all surfaced like a chain.

    Not just Yang Taeho and Kim Yul, but even Order members like Jordan, Yuria, and Rashar joined in.

    In that situation, the fake ones wielded an array of diverse weapons.

    Daggers, longswords, hammers, maces, spears, scythes, hoes, even awls.

    All sorts of sharp implements were involved.

    The attack trajectories diversified beyond merely slashing and stabbing.

    Retracting the dagger after each swing became strenuous.

    Weapons dropped by the enemies I had slain were scattered around.

    I forcefully kicked the fake Jaehyuk in the chin, with the dagger embedded beneath his throat.

    With a thud, his body fell, stumbling into a group of other fakes rushing in.

    The opportunity allowed me to breach their encirclement and distance myself.

    I picked up a dropped awl and flung it.

    Spinning through the air, it implanted itself in Jonghun's forehead.

    As I continued to kill, with each act, I repeatedly assured myself.

    'This is an illusion.'

    Not reality. The twins, as well as Jonghun, Jaehyuk, and everyone I knew were safe.

    Wasn't that the very reason I roamed the bog of Bihar?

    So don't doubt it, it's purely an illusion.

    The words echoed thousands, even tens of thousands of times.

    Yet, the vivid visions, tactile sensations, and intense scent of blood surrounding me refused to validate my beliefs.

    After a while, suddenly.

    The sight of dozens, including the twins, Jaehyuk, Jonghun, and others who greeted me warmly charging to kill me began to overwhelm me.

    People precious and significant to me acted as enemies.

    It didn't just end with the objective fact that my life was threatened.

    It felt as though my very world was rejecting me.

    The value of my existence seemed to dissolve, and the societal position I held began to crumble.

    The fact that I didn't collapse at that moment wasn't because I was special.

    - Woof!

    A lone sound echoed in my mind, grounding me.

    - Woof, woof-woof!

    A bizarre incident unfolded. I was heading toward Kim Yul and Yang Taeho.

    It made no sense, as I was retreating from them.

    'What—this is....'

    The confusing visuals of them trying to kill me mingled with their bewildered expressions watching me from afar.

    'Wait, not me—'

    - Woof-woof, woof!

    It was Rice Cake barking noisily at them.

    Fake Jaehyuk swung a crude ax just as Yang Taeho lifted Rice Cake.

    "Gasp!"

    In a rush, I twisted my shoulders aside.

    The ax blade narrowly missed grazing my forearm.

    It was then I realized my mind and eyes were perceiving different things.

    - Want food?

    In timing with the mental imagery of Yang Taeho, holding Rice Cake's collar, clutching the ring attached to it.

    He hesitated momentarily before muttering a short phrase.

    - Parasite.

    In line with the activation keyword, mana flowed from the Mana Accumulation Tool.

    - Woof! Woof!

    - Why isn't eating?

    Rice Cake merely barked without consuming, prompting Kim Yul to reach for it.

    - If it is not eating, turn it off. There's not much mana left in the feeder.....

    But before he could finish, Kim Yul's image vanished.

    Rice Cake's barking faded too.

    Instead, I saw Yang Taeho charging at me intently.

    Even amidst the chaos, I managed to kick his abdomen.

    With him toppling backward, I used his shoulder as leverage for a well-timed leap.

    As I extricated myself from their encirclement and seized a longsword lying on the floor.

    - But with K hyung, isn't his personality incredibly distinct?

    Again, my sight diverged from my thoughts.

    - If raising it anyway, treat it well, why choose 'Parasite' as the mana tool activation word, so unfamiliarly?

    Now, Kim Yul was the one holding Rice Cake.

    - Maybe he doesn't want to get attached, using sharp words intentionally to push away.

    - What does that mean?

    - Doesn't want to get close, so it's a preemptive wall. Seems overly cautious.

    - And you say he's overly cautious? How do you conclude that?

    - Just seems that way to me. Acts of suspicion first, because he doesn't want to trust and get betrayed. Only someone who's been severely backstabbed would do that......

    - Oh... I'm not sure... well, I don't understand too well?

    Similar happenings unfurled a few more times.

    Appearing in my mind, vanishing thereafter.

    The clarity in the discussion between my party members about me settled the confusion.

    Any existential threat to my worth vanished.

    No sensation of losing my rightful place ensued.

    - ...... Do you think he'll be alright?

    - He's not someone who'd easily die. Just await his return, calm and collectedly.

    Slaying foes while simultaneously attending to mental discussions among my party members bolstered me.

    With each word they bantered, my footing became more solid.

    Their conversations provided evidence that imbued confidence.

    That is my reality.

    I refocused on the vivid yet illusionary faces of Yang Taeho and Kim Yul, renewing my grip on the dulled blade.

    Damned System

    TL's Corner:

    Rice Cake for the win.

  
    Chapter 215

    Chapter 215. Inheritance (7)

    As soon as I buried the sickle into the brow of the last moving one, everything around me fell silent.

    "Hah, huh."

    All I could hear was my ragged breath.

    'How much time has passed?'

    I had lost track of time after I felt as if perhaps two or so days had passed.

    All I had been doing was dealing with the endless waves of illusions.

    Surely, at least ten days must have passed.

    Despite the cessation of all bodily functions, surviving this long with an ordinary human's endurance was a miraculous feat.

    I was so exhausted that I wanted nothing more than to pass out right then and there.

    Yet, thanks to my field experience, I managed to keep myself conscious despite my weary body.

    'If it's over, a message should pop up.'

    Damned System remained silent.

    I couldn't relax until I was certain it was over.

    I forced my eyes to focus, despite the blurriness.

    Just then, as blood flowed down into my eyes, they began to sting.

    I tried to lift a hand to wipe it away, but it was a futile effort.

    Covered in blood from head to toe, every inch of me was drenched in it.

    The amount of blood I was soaked in was so much that it dripped onto the ground.

    The air was thick with the iron stench every time I filled my lungs.

    It wasn't just my own scent; it was the smell from the mound of corpses at my feet.

    A space once as big as several combined soccer fields was now filled with bodies.

    I was now standing alongside the massive shoulder of the Palao statue, so that could give one an idea of how many there were.

    'The foot of that statue was about my size.'

    The absurdity of it all left me with an almost surreal sense of disbelief.

    Standing amidst the remains of those who once populated my world, facing the statue of Palao, was an incredibly strange experience.

    I regarded the statue, mired in conflicting emotions.

    Palao's statue didn't originally have a face.

    It had a head, but no distinguishing features like eyes or a mouth.

    Yet, looking at it now, why did it feel like I was staring into a pair of golden eyes?

    'Is this an illusion too?'

    Thoughts swirled as those silent, relentless eyes seemed to evaluate me.

    'What on earth is going on?'

    Why was I brought here?

    Where had the disappearance occurred?

    Why were the feet of the followers bound to Bihar?

    I had so many burning questions.

    Yet, opening my mouth to speak seemed pointless.

    More accurately, I knew speaking wouldn't change anything, so I kept silent.

    Instead of asking, I gritted my teeth firmly.

    As I did, the golden eyes watching me disappeared.

    「The candidate for Inheritance proves their resilience.」

    「The trial ends.」

    「The candidate's stat limit is released.」

    The message updated, and a new window appeared.

    「Will you inherit the divinity of the lost Palao? (Y/N)」

    'Inheritance, huh...'

    From the moment I landed in this strange space, this word had been looming.

    Yet, it wasn't a decision I could walk away from simply because of its disconcerting nature.

    I brushed off the uneasy feeling and pressed the button.

    'Yes.'

    If only it ended there.

    「The candidate's body is too weak to contain the divinity.」

    「Reconstructing the candidate's body.」

    From experience, I knew what was about to come.

    "Why can't you give a warning before making us press the button..."

    How hard is it to include a simple warning?

    Just as I grumbled in resignation, my entire body was gripped by a shattering agony as bones and flesh broke apart.

    This damned thing.

    * * *

    Gretman's body twitched as he stood silently with eyes closed.

    Then he slowly opened them and muttered lazily.

    "At last..."

    There was a sign of presence emanating from his feet.

    There could only be one living creature coming from there.

    A sign that everything had progressed according to plan.

    The first button had been fastened correctly.

    'If only I could tamper with the subsequent buttons.'

    That was beyond his permission.

    Immediate consequences awaited if he overstepped his bounds.

    No god was present to obscure him from the causality that loomed over him, so no more interference was possible.

    'Now, my usefulness has ended.'

    Gretman realized it was time to return to the battlefield.

    Even if he were no longer useful, he could still buy time for the inheritor to gather the pieces.

    'Especially since the legions are on the move...'

    Returning to the battlefield was the best course of action allowed to him.

    'At least for now.'

    Initially, he had thought of deploying a guard at the Order to protect him after inheriting Palao's authority.

    But he changed his mind.

    'Deploying guards might attract hindrances if rumors spread.'

    Fortunately, adherents of the outsiders should keep a low profile.

    It was enough to shield them from causality while the new seed grew.

    'Judging by their resilience and competence, they should be able to handle the aftermath.'

    Gretman felt the growing presence from a distance and gazed at his feet.

    Soon, the ground at his feet shook and a massive pit was dug.

    "You've arrived."

    The figure that emerged was K, the outsider covered in dust from the pit.

    The gaze K directed at Gretman was so piercing, it felt as though it'd cut if left unchecked.

    'I still don't understand why such a fierce one was chosen.'

    But it was Palao's intention, so there was no choice but to follow.

    Gretman reached into the pit and pulled K to the surface.

    * * *

    I was aware of seeing and hearing something, but I couldn't articulate what it was I saw and heard.

    In a hazy and stifled state, I let the sights and sounds wash over me.

    When I finally opened my eyes again, I found myself in silence.

    The mound of corpses had vanished, and the pungent stench of blood was gone.

    I tried to recall what I had just seen and heard, but it was futile.

    It was like trying to remember the details of a dream.

    I didn't want to dwell on something that yielded no results.

    I was simply relieved that the miserable ordeal was over as I got to my feet.

    My body felt light, suggesting my stats had returned.

    'Yet, the other functions are still down.'

    Despite that, it was undeniable—the message confirming that I absorbed the divinity was there.

    Staring at it, I realized.

    'This is the scene.'

    The message window and Palao's statue on the other side.

    This was the future scene I foresaw through Meferoseta's authority.

    I only observed Palao's statue briefly before checking how the divinity I absorbed affected me.

    In the end, nothing had particularly changed.

    My physical capabilities hadn't increased, nor did any special knowledge or abilities manifest.

    The eyes reflected on the surface of the pocket watch were still the same ordinary shade of brown.

    Yet, the message insisted I had absorbed the divinity.

    'Can I only store it but not use it?'

    Well, I'm merely a human without godhood.

    'Even if so, there's no major problem.'

    After all, my intent was to use the divinity for game updates.

    If I could hand it to the system, my primary objective would be fulfilled.

    'It seems quite substantial.'

    I could sense an enormous presence within me.

    I was certain that it was Palao's divinity, which I had encountered numerous times before.

    'I wonder how many updates I can achieve with this...'

    It was hard to gauge how much was needed as an absolute measure.

    I wanted to compare it to the divinity I inserted into the website orb before, but I couldn't measure its scale accurately since I didn't absorb it.

    'I guess I'll have to check with the system during the next call.'

    Having dismissed the message window, I decided to leave this place.

    Although I had no idea how.

    "Hoo."

    This damned situation offered no guidance for an exit.

    I looked for a way out on my own, but there weren't any entries or exits—no windows, no doors.

    "Being stubbornly troublesome till the end."

    I couldn't just remain here with no way out after absorbing the divinity.

    As I looked around, my gaze turned upward.

    I decided to make my exit upward; if every side was blocked, this could be underground.

    'Even if it's not, it can't hurt.'

    If this turned out to be a conventional building, I could break through the ceiling.

    Surely, better odds than digging down?

    I reached a simple conclusion and climbed Palao's statue.

    Reaching the ceiling, towering tens of meters high, wasn't too difficult.

    Then, using earth-based mana, I started drilling through the ceiling, digging and digging.

    And at last, I met someone waiting at the top.

    "You're here."

    It was Gretman. He casually plucked me from the pit.

    I didn't resist his pull, following his lead.

    'If he intended to kill me, he'd have done it when the pit was breached.'

    He had no intention of attacking.

    Rather, he seemed bent on protection.

    It was like Gilenios confidently stated back at the royal capital.

    'What they're plotting doesn't harm me.'

    That alone was clear enough that I didn't reject Gretman's hand.

    But that didn't unravel every mystery.

    As I landed on solid ground, brushing dust off myself, I spoke.

    "Why me?"

    Reflecting on all that had transpired led to one conclusion.

    Gretman, Gilenios, and Karlos conspired to grant Palao's divinity to me.

    'Why?'

    Why me, of all people?

    'Couldn't they have kept it for themselves?'

    They weren't commoners ignorant of godhood or divinity.

    Had they never thought of taking it for themselves?

    'Especially Gretman.'

    Wasn't he an apostle who held special affection for Palao?

    Why would someone like that hand over Palao's divinity to an outsider like me?

    This had been a lingering question since even before the trial began.

    I wondered if Karlos viewed me as a sacrificial lamb like Agnotia.

    'Could someone who reveres Palao like Gretman permit offering divinity to another god?'

    That seemed unlikely.

    'It doesn't align with what Gilenios assured me at the royal capital.'

    I proposed various theories, but they kept misaligning, leaving pieces unmatched.

    That's why the unresolved mystery kept nagging at me.

    'It's unbelievable they handed it over without any conditions.'

    Surely, there were bound to be demands.

    I had accepted the divinity, prepared to pay the price, and been maneuvered willingly.

    Now, with divinity in my possession, I awaited its dues.

    "What makes you think I know?"

    But the answer I received wasn't sufficient to assuage my doubt.

    "It is the Goddess's will."

    Gretman added when he saw I was puzzled.

    "Even if I understood it, explaining would be challenging. You know whose scrutiny the apostles are under, don't you?"

    Apostles are neither purely divine beings nor mere mortals; they're under direct scrutiny from causality.

    That was the price of sharing in divine authority.

    'Rashar didn't seem capable of comprehending causality accurately.'

    Gretman's case seemed different.

    He appeared to have more insight into the domain of the gods than Rashar.

    I asked the reason for this distinction, and for once, I received a proper answer.

    "Time accumulates as records, which then define one's existence."

    Rashar simply hadn't accumulated the status to perceive causality yet, being relatively new as an apostle.

    "She will also come to understand in time... Yet sometimes, seeing and knowing less ensures safety."

    It was a calamity triggered by wars they failed to prevent in their own time.

    He couldn't endanger a young apostle like her.

    With slightly bitter intonation, Gretman concluded his explanation and abruptly presented something.
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    "Always carry this with you."

    It was a necklace with a round pendant hanging on a thin gold chain.

    "The 7 Great Gods promised that they cannot harm those who possess each other's holy relics."

    Even gods did not always get along. In fact, there had been wars between Orders worshipping different gods in Biharin.

    It had gotten so intense that they began to emphasize harmony by erecting the World Tree.

    "Wasn't it said to have started about 130 years ago?"

    And before that, the fighting and killing had been going on for about 2,000 years.

    Only after understanding the long history of animosity could they grasp the reason for the competition, checks, and backstabbing under the guise of harmony.

    In such a background, possessing a divine relic meant being safe from all gods. Of course, it couldn't be handed out recklessly to just anyone.

    It seemed it could only be delivered through an apostle.

    "Our apostles represent the will of the gods," he said, carrying a nuance that the will of the apostles was the will of the gods.

    "There was a separate reason for giving holy relics to the apostles."

    I had thought of it as symbolic, something like a medal, but it turned out to be an indirect means to protect those the gods wanted to guard.

    "It's not perfect, but it's better than nothing."

    I accepted the divine relic that Gretman extended towards me, understanding the reason for needing protection from threats from other gods.

    There was no way I would transfer the divinity I had absorbed through much hardship over to them.

    The divine relic in the form of a necklace brimmed with Palao's divinity. At that level, it was akin to advertising to the world that I possessed a divine relic.

    "But once a cloth is already wet, pouring more water won't change much."

    Since divinity was already housed within my body, it wouldn't matter whether I had this or not. The divinity it emitted would be the same. I tucked the divine relic inside my clothes.

    Only then did Gretman turn and speak, "Follow closely. It's dangerous for you to wander alone, so I'll escort you to the barrier."

    As I was preparing to follow him, for the first time, I took in my surroundings.

    "... This is quite a sight in another sense."

    The ground was in the sky, and the sky was on the ground. All the grass was shredded, and the stagnant water had rotted.

    It was a wasteland where even ordinary, weak lifeforms born from a mere 10 of mana couldn't survive.

    Following the path Gretman had paved, I asked a question.

    "What is this place?"

    "It's a place where dimensional fissures are tangled. Starting from where forms are shattered and origins are untraceable, it will sequentially vanish. The end has already begun."

    The word 'vanish' made me shiver involuntarily.

    "There's no need to worry too much," he responded, interpreting my reaction.

    "It hasn't yet merged with your world. Only a passage has opened."

    Gretman glanced backward and added another sentence.

    'It hasn't merged with our world, huh...'

    I pondered if this indicated that the place had merged with Rice Cake's world.

    "What is this place's geographical location? I mean in terms of the continent's defense."

    "It's the west. Based on our world, it's a place they came from and are heading to."

    Already devoured from the west to the east where Earth resided. Understanding Gretman's explanation, I scanned my surroundings again.

    What I was seeing now contained the past, present, and future. The past of an unknown dimension where Rice Cake had come from, the present of Biharin fighting against monsters, and the future of Earth if the hole wasn't blocked.

    I somehow felt that Gretman was intentionally showing me this scene.

    * * *

    It took a whole day to leave the place where the dimensional fissures were present. During that time, the system remained dysfunctional. It wasn't until later that I regained access to the community, the shop, and all other system functions.

    About half a day more after running on intact land, I could finally utilize them again.

    "This should be far enough. Now, it's time for me to go."

    Gretman left me one final piece of advice, reminding me not to forget what he had said earlier. As soon as he departed, hundreds of messages flooded in.

    「You have received a chat message from Codename Kj.」

    「You have received a chat message from Codename Bunny Girl.」

    「You have received a chat message from Codename Ethan Rembrandt.」

    「You have received a chat message from Codename Kirish.」

    「You have received a chat message from Codename Pudding.」

    「You have received a chat message from Codename Lily.」

    The dysfunctional system was evidently back online. However, I had to postpone checking the mountain of accumulated chats.

    As soon as the messages flooded in, I felt numerous things clinging to me. My body stiffened due to the sudden event. Despite my bewilderment, understanding what I was experiencing wasn't too difficult.

    'The gaze Gilenios spoke of...'

    It seemed the possession of divinity allowed me to feel it. Divine beings with divinity and authority were watching me.

    After Gretman left, many gazes focused on me. One gaze swiftly scanned me and then departed as if it had no further interest.

    Another gaze, neither near nor far, watched me silently. The last one felt like it was licking me.

    My cheek twitched at the unpleasant sensation.

    'Is this Agnotia?'

    I understood why Gilenios used vulgar terms in frustration. I felt like swearing just the same.

    'Was Gretman blocking it?'

    Gilenios mentioned spaces to avoid Agnotia's gaze, so that could be it.

    The difference in their activity patterns likely had something to do with the level of 'elevation' I recently learned about.

    - Maintaining this space prevents me from moving. I'm not yet highly ranked yet.

    - Time accumulation leads to accumulated records, which become the level of one's existence.

    Reflecting on the words of Gilenios and Gretman, I clicked my tongue.

    "Tch."

    Although I could now sense the gods' gaze, I still didn't know how to shake it off. The thought of carrying this sticky presence with me made me grimace.

    And, conveniently, "Hmm?"

    The two gazes that had been watching me withdrew slightly. In their place, another gaze abruptly approached me.

    Chop chop chop.

    The newly arrived gaze began exploring my body. Surprisingly, the sensation of being kneaded and touched so freely wasn't as unpleasant as I thought it would be. Unlike Agnotia's gaze, it felt warm and tender, albeit jittery.

    I didn't have to think hard about who this was.

    There were few entities among the divine beings who would be this friendly to me.

    '... It must be the system.'

    Admitting it was something I disliked, yet the system's gaze and divinity were cozy. Was it because it was the divinity of the material world I belonged to?

    Or was it because this entity cared for me in many ways?

    'I figure it's the latter, but I'd rather think not.'

    I still despised the system.

    Just because the entity I disliked cared for me didn't fill me with joy.

    But that didn't mean it was useless. Agnotia's unpleasant gaze had backed off as soon as the system arrived.

    'Guess it can't misbehave with this guy around.'

    Thank goodness for small mercies.

    "Let's talk when I get back to base; stay close for now."

    I opted to maintain the status quo, not wanting Agnotia to lick me like a lollipop.

    As though responding to my words, I felt a sensation as if I was being hugged tightly.

    I jumped up in shock.

    "What the hell! Are you crazy?! What are you doing, so creepily?!"

    I didn't mean to get a bear hug, just stand nearby!

    At my outburst, it felt like the system backed off, maintaining a slight distance. After rubbing my body vigorously, I accessed the community.

    This time it worked perfectly.

    I started by checking messages from the party members in order of urgency.

    - Kj: Hyung, what's going on? Where are you? Come quickly, really, hurry!

    - Pudding: Awh, all the messages were stuck. Are you okay?

    Clearly, notifications had popped up on the other side too. There was no need to explicitly inquire about what had been happening, as Yang Taeho had summed up recent events in the chat.

    'Reports of infection through Kerak have surfaced, an incident with Cratoll in Biharin, a slight skirmish with the Clan Leader of Hamas...'

    There had been other incidents and accidents too. Although there wasn't any joyful news, none of the events were beyond recovery.

    Yet, after informing them of my return, I sprinted full force. I planned to reach the nearest temple to use the portal.

    The nearest place from where Gretman left me was Somol's castle. I ran non-stop for almost three hours.

    Even in my Gold rank body, I was breathless and sweating profusely from the effort.

    Thanks to that, I managed to enter Somol's castle before sunset. Using the portal installed in the Order of Palao's temple, I quickly returned to Habon.

    Though faces familiar to me acknowledged my presence, I left only a promise to meet later and rushed forth. Finally, upon reaching the base and flinging the door open,

    "Hyung!"

    Kim Yul, seemingly aware of my presence, was coming down from the second floor. I reached out to him. Specifically, to Rice Cake, who was nestled in his arms.

    As soon as I received Rice Cake from Kim Yul, I poured attribute mana into it.

    As if it had been waiting just for this moment, Rice Cake started absorbing the mana at an incredible speed.

    Kim Yul, echoing what he had said in the chat, repeated himself with a few changes.

    "It suddenly got worse the other evening. Started wasting away right before my eyes. I thought it'd die on me! Tried force-feeding potions, but nothing worked..."

    The reason Kim Yul had rushed my return was all because of this creature.

    Even without his hurried insistence, I would have rushed back. The last time connected, Rice Cake's condition had looked dire.

    The images in my head were all hazy, and the sounds I heard were buzzing. It was as if it was barely hanging onto consciousness.

    Its sense of balance was so skewed, it often seemed as if up was down and vice versa.

    Then the connection snapped as it rested in Kim Yul's arms.

    Among the messages Kim Yul sent hours ago, was a warning of Rice Cake's critical condition.

    This prompted my hasty return.

    'According to the records, about eight days had passed in reality.'

    Of those, the attribute mana stored in Rice Cake's stomach had run out on the afternoon of day six.

    It's unreasonable to say that it became this frail just in two days.

    But what if it wasn't just two days?

    'I spent at least several tens of days in that space.'

    It indicates that the passage of time was different between the trial space and the outside.

    Meanwhile, Rice Cake had remained mentally connected to me while I battled with illusions.

    'If it too was affected by the time flowing in that space...'

    It would have been starving not for two days, but for ten or perhaps even more days.

    Given Kim Yul's account of it wasting away live, that theory made sense. With a hardened expression, I channeled more mana. Rice Cake absorbed it greedily, like a sponge.

    Yet, it barely moved. Anxious, thinking it might be ill, I waited impatiently, thankfully soon hearing,

    "Wheeenn..."

    It seemed to regain some strength, starting to wiggle a bit.

    Only then did I release a breath I hadn't realized I was holding.

    * * *

    'It was the same when I first found it, there's no doubt about it having abilities like telepathy.'

    With mixed feelings, I looked down at Rice Cake, who was sleeping curled up on my lap. Having absorbed close to 30,000 mana in one go, she had grown quite plump.

    Its once scruffy white fur was now sleek and glossy. Events defying my usual understanding, but applying my common sense to an otherworldly lifeform itself was laughable.

    I sighed lightly and pressed my aching temples as I reflected.

    'I only thought of it as a bothersome creature...'

    Who would have thought I'd be indebted to this creature?

    Without that tiny creature showing me the scenes from the base.

    'I might have gone insane.'

    Although I am fairly calm now, the memory of the trial's progression is vivid.

    I can objectively perceive the emotions I felt back then.

    Feeling pressure when figures from all the social relationships—family, friends, acquaintances, and others built throughout my life—sought to kill me.

    It wasn't a situation a normal person could withstand through sheer willpower.

    The sensation of being rejected by everything that constituteds one's identity.

    'It's a very effective way of breaking down the ego.'

    The phrase "humans are social animals" isn't just for show, after all.

    Whatever the case may be, without Rice Cake, I wouldn't have emerged from the trial as intact as I am now.

    'Indeed ironic.'

    I didn't foresee such circumstances or bring this thing along with any expectation for help.

    The fact is, though, that I received help.

    So what can I do? I should take care of it as best as I can.

    I gently petted Rice Cake's head and rested my own against the chair.

    "System."

    And then called upon the system, which was still lingering around me.
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    "Can you harness divinity?"

    There was no direct response through the system message.

    However, the Trait Capitalism was activated.

    Interpreting that as affirmation, I continued speaking.

    "Then update it right away. If you can prevent the dropping of attribute mana and block any abnormal connections, do it. Also..."

    There were many uses for divinity.

    I planned to increase the number of Bounty Hunters.

    Delegate the appointment function to Sniper and Ethan.

    "And regarding Palao's divine fragment, can you visualize a mission for that? Whether it's a search or anything else, if possible, proceed."

    With that in mind, I conveyed the stories that Gretman had shared on the journey.

    "And if there's divinity left, let's proceed with the fourth recruitment."

    Despite the increase in the number of Platinum Rank members in the main scenario's chapter 6, it still wasn't nearly enough to protect Earth.

    'At least one year until Bihar falls.'

    In the limited time available, we'll need to rapidly cultivate a significant force of Platinum Rank soldiers comparable to knights.

    While increasing the numbers, I needed to consider both quantity and quality.

    'Even though the problems caused by players on Earth will intensify as numbers grow.'

    Taking into account all the potential problems, it was time to increase the overall forces.

    The area of Earth is dozens of times larger than the territory currently used by the Biharin.

    "And..."

    I swallowed hard before stating my final demand.

    What I'm about to say is solely a personal request for myself.

    Nonetheless, it's the entirety of my desire, so I decided to voice it.

    "Exclude my siblings, uncle Jonghun, and Jaehyuk from being entangled in this game."

    This was a privilege, solely for me.

    'Other players would probably find it absurd if they knew.'

    They likely never wanted to participate in this war either.

    Despite knowing this, I had no intention of retracting my demand.

    Because I didn't want my family to experience the same as I did.

    'Almost one year in Bihar.'

    It was enough time to realize the facts clearly.

    A war is something that doesn't need to be seen or experienced for any reason.

    That's why I'm attempting this sly negotiation by using the achievements I've accomplished.

    "And if possible, exclude Taeho hyung's wife as well."

    I needed to ensure that Yang Taeho was indebted to me.

    Given the uncertain purpose of Gilenios' meeting with him, continuous management was necessary.

    As someone wielding earth attribute, he naturally had a straightforward streak.

    Therefore, when in debt, he tends to make sure to repay favors.

    I was managing Yang Taeho by leveraging that tendency.

    In contrast, Kim Yul had no close family attachments.

    'Given that he spends less time on Earth than I do, it will work out.'

    Thus, rather than taking care of people around him, it was better to take care of him directly.

    Providing a sense of belonging and continually assigning roles to make him aware of his position.

    So, in terms of managing key individuals through arrangements with the system, my family and Yang Taeho's family were the ones to focus on.

    'I didn't have the strength, means, or justification to make reasonable demands to the system until now.'

    That's why I had relied on Karlos' authority.

    But now?

    'I possess divinity within me that can be utilized for system updates.'

    Now, I had the means to negotiate.

    Of course, the achievement wasn't solely through my power.

    Even if I had to abandon my pride and conscience, I intended to protect the safety of my family.

    It was the only thing keeping me going through all the hardships.

    "I will do more in return."

    Hence, I was willingly surrendering myself.

    I was expressing my willingness to do anything as long as my precious ones were safely protected.

    It wasn't a situation where I could expect a definite response since mutual communication wasn't possible.

    Thus, I anxiously kept rambling, expressing my intentions.

    "I'll bring more divinity and come up with ways to aid players' growth and survival. You remarked on how the survival rate turned out to be higher than expected and that you were pleased, right? In addition, I would earnestly do anything you command without a single complaint...."

    But before I could even finish my sentence, a system window appeared.

    「Would you like to transfer Divinity? (Y/N)」

    Soon, I felt a warm presence enveloping me.

    There was not a hint of refusal in the atmosphere.

    The system had accepted my request.

    At that moment, I felt grateful to the system for granting my selfish wish.

    Because, at last, I created a situation where I wouldn't have to worry about what happened next.

    'Now, I can actively include Karlos's authority in my strategies.'

    With a deep breath, I pressed the Yes button.

    I didn't feel any sense of regret or bitterness.

    'This is precisely why I obtained it.'

    Alone, I didn't know how to use divinity.

    'I probably wouldn't be able to use it directly with my current power.'

    The rank is like a level, and divinity might be equated to a special power usable by high-rank people.

    With lower rank, a direct way to use divinity didn't seem likely to exist.

    After waiting for the approval of divinity transfer, I sensed the colossal presence held within me flowing out.

    Once the divinity transfer was completed, I nervously patted my chest.

    One substantial thing clearly vanished, yet there remained a significant part still within me.

    'About... 40% was taken?'

    Since it was meant to adjust the program, it wouldn't have been strange to use all of it.

    'The increased number of enlistments through the fragment in the homepage sphere was only about 50,000...'

    As things unfolded, the divine fragment kindly given by Agnotia seemed to be quite small indeed.

    "Is that enough?"

    Upon checking, the system replaced an answer with a notification announcing the update.

    And before the update proceeded, a search began separately.

    「Progress 100%」

    「HIDDEN MISSION list is being updated.」

    「Status window is being refreshed.」

    「Candidate for Trait Inheritance Candidate is being generated.」

    「Title Seed of Divinity is being generated.」

    The work concluded faster than expected.

    'I didn't expect it to be so quick.'

    It seemed that divinity indeed had notable utility.

    Shrugging off trivial thoughts, I checked the newly created list next to the Bounty Hunter tab.

    HIDDEN MISSION

    「Arrangement of Palao」

    Recover the lost divine fragment of Palao.

    •Divine Fragment (3/?)

    「Reward」

    • ?????

    'I absorbed one fragment, but three are marked as collected...'

    When comparing what I knew, the numbers were correct.

    'The one directly recovered through trials.'

    Then, the one previously put into the homepage crystal.

    Lastly, the one probably with the extremists of Agnotia.

    "Hmm..."

    The plan to steal the divinity held by Agnotia was already in consideration long ago.

    Thus, it's time to devise how to execute the theft efficiently.

    While pondering various efficient methods, I eventually devised a sound plan utilizing my surroundings effectively.

    By organizing and refining, then scrutinizing situations, dawn broke outside the window.

    I had spent the entire night awake.

    During the entire time, the system stayed by my side.

    After long and profound thought, when I momentarily gazed at the brightening sky,

    While absent-mindedly fiddling with the divine relic secured under my clothes, I spoke.

    "Now that it's done, you can leave."

    As if there was something urgent, the moment I finished speaking, the Trait of Capitalism deactivated, and the system left.

    Once again, I felt lingering, watchful gazes.

    Ignoring them, I placed Rice Cake, who was asleep, onto the bed.

    And as I attempted to step out, the words Gretman shared before departing surfaced in my mind.

    - I can't be sure how many fragments there are.

    - I've found only three myself.

    - The fragments with Kimol and Ajes are not unsealed yet.

    - When the time comes, Gilenios will lead you there, so wait patiently.

    - Until then, keep a low profile. Always remember your position.

    But it wasn't enough to hold me back.

    Since my body was already restructured to contain divinity,

    'There isn't a need to passively wait for them to spoon-feed me.'

    Simply accepting what was given might accumulate a hefty debt to repay in the future.

    Instead, it'd be wiser to gather as many fragments independently as possible.

    'Above all, waiting idly is just not my style.'

    Fortunately, the current situation was favorable.

    I intended to sweep away as many bothersome things as possible efficiently.

    To realize the plan residing in my mind, there were many people I needed to meet.

    Adjusting the necklace draped over my neck, I exited the room.

    * * *

    Mayak, who sat on the sofa, spoke with a smile.

    "Then, I'll be in touch soon."

    To which the priest of Finelpenia sitting opposite responded.

    "Alright, you may leave."

    The voice sounded detached and lacking any sincerity.

    Even as Mayak stood to leave, no eye contact was made. The priest merely waved a hand dismissively as if it was a bother.

    Hardly a polite way to treat a guest.

    Yet, Mayak, maintaining a cheerful demeanor, walked unperturbed.

    As he opened the door and left the temple, a smile was still on Mayak's face as he approached the carriage that awaited him.

    However, the moment he boarded the carriage after leaving the temple behind, Mayak's expression turned icy.

    "Such arrogant bastards."

    Considering who enabled the sweeping victory and reclamation of territories,

    "Seems like they don't know gratitude, don't they?"

    Every favorable outcome in Bihar was possible due to the presence of players.

    Yet, the priests and nobles carried an air of arrogance.

    An immediate expression of gratitude and repayment might barely suffice to appease the situation.

    The mere sight of them holding such self-importance, as if they were something grand, was infuriating.

    'If we suddenly withdrew, they'd scurry around in panic, unable to grasp the situation.'

    The longer the interaction continued, the more irksome the superiority complex within the Order's members appeared.

    However, agitating that point wasn't on the agenda right now.

    'There's still much to gain from this land.'

    The mana that monsters provide aids player growth.

    Various artifacts bolster the clan's power.

    The gold and silver treasures left ownerless serve as funds to sway political influence on Earth.

    Every loot from Bihar was beneficial for both the players and the clan.

    Even the enjoyment of acquiring those matching peculiar tastes added an entertaining twist.

    Winning over the opponent's mood for the gain wasn't particularly arduous.

    For Mayak, it was merely a business venture.

    Today's visit to the temple of Finelpenia was also a part of that business.

    'I hadn't expected things to unfold this way.'

    Two days ago, a priest associated with extremist factions approached the Hamas clan.

    - I wasn't informed of the exact reason either. To speak frankly, I'm not interested, to put it more aptly.

    - What piqued my interest was the Laborman area that Agnotia offered as compensation.

    The visit held the discreet purpose of making an offer.

    - What do you say? If successful, a share will be granted to the Hamas clan.

    - Think well. You're the first ones I approached since you seem suitable for this endeavor. There are plenty who'd desire this task.

    Despite the lengthy explanation, the priest's intentions were straightforward.

    'Agnotia tasked Finelpenia with kidnapping K.'

    Not all were involved; it was a transaction among the extremists behind the scenes.

    Due to the agreement reached between the association and the order's headquarters, they seemed aligned with enlisting player assistance.

    And why the priest of Finelpenia, of all people, chose to approach the Hamas clan.

    'They must've heard of our conflict with K.'

    It's unlikely Agnotia made such a request merely to see K's face.

    'Although there was a stipulation to capture alive...'

    Engaging in such a covert deal is inherently an indication of plotting something nefarious.

    'There's a plausible chance for murder, after all.'

    In the grand scope, given all these circumstances, it could be seen as a plot by both orders.

    If necessary, using the Hamas clan as scapegoats might be part of the plan.

    'We've had our friction with K, making it perfect to sever ties should they need a justification.'

    A kind of sacrificial offering, it seems.

    Damn system
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    If not for that reason, they wouldn't have sought out the Hamas Clan to offer them an opportunity first.

    Objectively speaking, from the order's perspective, it's advantageous to recruit small to medium-sized clans that can be easily manipulated.

    "They can adjust the tribute distribution ratio at their whim, after all."

    While the exact percentage varies by order, it's customary for a share of the loot to be ceded to them.

    Think of it as a kind of offering, or tax.

    This practice led to an increasing trend of clans engaging in shady dealings with the orders.

    "Even if they have to surrender more of the loot, if they can pinpoint and secure missions in regions where nobles with secret stashes or wealth-heavy estates thrived, it's profitable."

    The region Agnotia offered as a reward lined up perfectly with that condition.

    It was the territory of a noble who was once a magnate in the now-destroyed Cairoth Kingdom, the Laborman.

    "Treasure not taken during evacuation or goods abandoned in transition must be piled high."

    Agnotia had already registered the area as a mission exclusive for the order.

    The Order of Palao's practice of marking corrupted areas as its own had become a trend now followed by all others.

    "Just how things naturally go."

    They couldn't just let the Order of Palao fatten up with all the spoils.

    However, unlike the Order of Palao, other orders do not leave the participation in exclusive missions to the players' discretion.

    "They leverage these missions as a means to domesticate outsiders."

    Assignments were distributed to outsider groups that heeded each faction the most, influenced by internal power struggles.

    As a result, few had the chance to undertake these order-exclusive missions.

    Knowing this full well, for them to act as if they're favoring the Hamas Clan was just a farce.

    "Those bastards really think we're fools."

    Mayak wasn't one to remain passive in the face of the order's schemes.

    He hatched a plan to backstab these order folks.

    "As long as he isn't killed, nothing will be pinned on us, so we'll use that."

    Without concrete evidence of murder, the association couldn't hold the Hamas Clan accountable.

    It ensured they wouldn't be collared and taken in.

    In that light, enduring some temporary suspicion wasn't a significant issue.

    "To do so, I mustn't rough up K too much."

    Mayak planned to teach him a lesson and then discard him near the designated meeting place.

    That's where the recording crystal he'd splurged on would be handy.

    "The only means to capture images or videos in Bihar."

    If Agnotia is caught picking up the beaten K, the Hamas Clan would be completely cleared of murder charges against K.

    "In contrast, those Agnotia folk would be detained by the association for what they did with a wounded player."

    Threatening to reveal the Finelpenia Order's involvement would make it possible for the Hamas Clan to monopolize the corrupted area in Laborman.

    Thus they would manage to punish both K, who involved himself, and the two orders that attempted to use him.

    "Ha ha."

    It was truly a two-birds-one-stone, or rather, a three-birds-one-stone scenario, if not impeccable.

    Reflecting on his meticulous plan, Mayak smiled confidently as he brushed off the pesky priest's face and returned to the clan's base.

    Upon reaching his office, he promptly ordered his aides who had been on standby.

    "Go prepare the others. We're set for the spree at midnight in two days. Also, gather more Poppy magic stones."

    Following his instructions, the aides swiftly exited the office.

    Though Mayak's shadow flickered towards their shadows momentarily, none of them noticed.

    Once those aides left the office, they scattered to various locations according to their roles.

    And from there, another aide's shadow shivered but unseen.

    Thus, the shadow under the building also trembled slightly, unseen by anyone.

    Twitching, twitching.

    The flickering shadow traveled to a secluded area behind the building.

    It continued sideways from there.

    Only after several minutes of walking did the shadow calm down.

    With the shadow stilled, a person's head popped out with a quiet "huff."

    "Phew, almost got caught."

    Wiping the sweat from his pink hair, Kim Yul emerged from the shadow.

    He stowed away an orange mana accumulation tool into his inventory.

    "Losing it would magic disaster."

    It was a borrowed item from someone with 4th-grade spatial magic, requiring careful return.

    Having secured the valuable item, Kim Yul glanced between shadows and gulped down a sigh.

    "Switching between shadows inside is still tricky..."

    His ability to emerge from the shadow just now was thanks to the 4th-grade magic, Shadow Box, he had acquired last month.

    It bore resemblance to the artifact's power he once borrowed from Yang Hyewon.

    "It required combining earth, wind, and space magic, making it a pain to learn."

    The need for spatial magic also severely limited the number of times and duration he could use it.

    Yet he didn't regret learning the new magic.

    Lately, the number of players detecting his presence during Stealth was slowly increasing.

    "Among Silver rank individuals, those who grasp Mana Control on their own are particularly sensitive."

    They could detect the sound of footsteps, breathing, and even smell, enough to see through Stealth magic.

    K was a prime example of this.

    Even during his few days of absence, he had grown more perceptive.

    No longer was he merely detecting rough locations; he blocked attacks even in Stealth.

    "He's a monster, no doubt."

    With the party leader improving every day, what choice did the party members like him have but to continue evolving as well.

    During this, missing two days of training made him slightly anxious.

    "Seems like it's safe to head back..."

    With his eyes on the Hamas Clan's base, Kim Yul was absorbed in thought.

    He had been monitoring Mayak, fearing a last-minute fallout.

    Fortunately, everything had proceeded smoothly.

    "I suppose there's no more need for vigilance."

    Mayak had already set a D-day to strike K.

    At this point, their plan wasn't likely to fail.

    With his decision made, Kim Yul casually exited between the building's alleys.

    On his way back to the base, he reflected on the events of the past few days.

    "Really fascinating..."

    Agnotia, Finelpenia, and Hamas Clan, with most of their allies entangled.

    It was a scheme masterminded by K.

    "I'm not entirely in the loop myself, but..."

    Seemingly, he mentioned seeking viable pieces on a board.

    Around that time, Kim Yul utilized Shadow Box magic to accompany Mayak, constantly suppressing amazement.

    "Anyone observing it might think he's been inside their heads."

    Every overheard conversation fell within the predictions K had laid out.

    "Subtly enticing and using people towards one's desired direction, if that's not a talent, I don't know what is."

    Feeling fortunate not to have K as an adversary, Kim Yul moved briskly.

    "Oh?"

    Then, he unexpectedly encountered Yang Hyewon walking towards him.

    "Nuna!"

    "Huh? Ah, Yul!"

    "What, it was today you were visiting? You should've contacted me first!"

    "Sorry, I've been so scattered I completely forgot..."

    "You've been busy lately, is it settled now?"

    Yang Hyewon shook her head with a weary expression.

    "I barely managed to squeeze in some time after wrapping up urgent matters..."

    The reason for her busyness needed no questioning.

    South Korean players' organizational structures were undergoing transformations.

    "I heard they fell under the association's jurisdiction?"

    Instead of being part of South Korea's forces, they now belonged to the Korean branch of the World Players Association.

    There was harmonious cooperation with the Korean government, but they weren't subjected to its control.

    The collaboration between Squad Leader Yang Jochul and South Korean players under the Association spearheaded this change.

    Yet, truthfully, it was possible because K had intervened, threatening the military.

    "That too aligned with K's foresight."

    Even though he didn't personally take helm.

    Looking back, many changes had been influenced by K.

    And those changes pointed toward very clear purposes.

    "War..."

    They were adjustments, aiming for the most effective response when the battlefield in Bihar shifted to Earth.

    Once more astounded, Kim Yul inquired.

    "By the way, the scroll or something? Were the talks with him fruitful?"

    "Thankfully."

    Yang Hyewon nodded with a smile, gently patting Kim Yul's head.

    "It's good to see you like this. You're doing fine, right? How about dinner together instead of standing here?"

    "Hmm..."

    He knew Yang Hyewon since the early days of the game.

    She aided him numerous times and still cared like a younger sibling.

    Yet Kim Yul politely declined by shaking his head.

    "Let's do it another time. I have training to catch up on and studies piling up."

    "Studies?"

    "Just basic knowledge preparation; thinking of taking the GED once the war is over."

    "Ah... that's a smart move. Preparing when you can is beneficial."

    "Right? K hyung kept nagging, and it hit me."

    Thus, he agreed to postpone the meal.

    With a clear farewell, Kim Yul resumed his journey.

    Nearer to the base, his steps grew noticeably lighter.

    "Hmm, hmm-hmm."

    Unknowingly, a cheerful hum escaped his lips.

    Having a place to return to.

    Having people to welcome him there.

    Both held significant importance for Kim Yul.

    With a broad, beaming smile, he returned to the base and flung the door open.

    "I'm bac..."

    — or not. He halted mid-sentence.

    Upon opening the door, he saw K napping askance on the sofa.

    He usually reacted to sudden intrusions, yet K remained asleep.

    Only Rice Cake atop his thigh perked up its ears, regarding Kim Yul.

    Kim Yul swallowed nervously, gently closing the door.

    "What on earth..."

    For someone who never indulged in naps, especially at this hour, and on a living room couch.

    Briefly flustered by the unfamiliar sight.

    Kim Yul opted to fetch dinner and head upstairs.

    He moved quietly sideways, making sure not to disturb K when a strange noise echoed behind him.

    Initially, he thought Rice Cake was whining.

    To prevent K's sleep from being disturbed, he approached to take it along.

    "Uh..."

    Getting closer to the sofa, Kim Yul found himself startled.

    It wasn't the Rice Cake making noise but K.

    Sweating profusely, K was moaning as if plagued by nightmares.

    Kim Yul, after a short deliberation, decided to wake K.

    "Hyung, wake up. Hyung!"

    K's eyes snapped open the instant Kim Yul shook his shoulder.

    In a spring-like motion, he shot upright.

    Startled, Kim Yul instinctively withdrew his hand.

    "Hah, hah."

    In contrast, K drew ragged breaths as he frantically scanned his surroundings.

    He appeared deeply perturbed, as if recovering from a dreadsome nightmare.

    Kim Yul cautiously spoke up.

    "Are you okay? Need some water?"

    "... Yeonwoo?"

    Yet instead of a response, an odd question met him.

    "Yeonwoo? Who's that?"

    Before natural curiosity could settle, Kim Yul stood stiff.

    Realizing K's eyes were fixed on him with a frosty gaze, blue sparks crackled in them.

    Kim Yul knew all too well what this signified.

    It was indicative of K preparing for combat, raising his fervor and killing intent.

    "Wha-?"

    Dumbfounded, Kim Yul stood motionless as K's hand reached for him.
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    Chapter 219. The Kidnapper and the Swindler (4)

    I had made a mistake.

    For days, I had been unable to sleep properly due to persistent nightmares, and meeting Yang Hyewon had left me more exhausted than usual.

    As a result, the moment she left, I inadvertently dozed off.

    The damned scenario I had witnessed during the trial replayed in my dreams.

    To make matters worse, right before Kim Yul woke me, I had been dealing with a fiend disguised as Yeonwoo.

    Multiple complications resulted in my blunder.

    'Yeonwoo might not be a unique name, but still.'

    For the first time, I had leaked personal information about my family, something I had never done before.

    My principle dictated that, if necessary, I should silence the other person, even if it meant killing them.

    This wouldn't change even if it was Kim Yul.

    I no longer had qualms about murder and had steeled myself to face bloodshed if needed.

    Besides, Kim Yul had never defeated me in one-on-one combat.

    Silencing him would not have been a difficult task.

    However, my hand landed not on Kim Yul's neck, but his shoulder.

    I gritted my teeth and leaned forward.

    Soon, the distance between Kim Yul and me was barely a finger's breadth.

    "You didn't hear anything just now."

    My unwavering gaze pressed him for a response, and Kim Yul gulped nervously before speaking.

    "What... uh, what did you say? I didn't catch it clearly...."

    Feeling that was sufficient, I ruffled Kim Yul's hair.

    Because, somewhere along the way, I became fond of him.

    Because we were comrades who had shared the trials of war.

    And for a myriad of other reasons, I broke my own rule.

    I did not know how this choice would affect the future.

    'Right now, I'm sick of the scent of blood.'

    Especially if that blood belonged to someone close to me, I didn't want to see it.

    Rubbing my tired eyes, I wiped the sweat-soaked dampness off my face.

    "... Want me to get you some water?"

    I shook my head lightly at Kim Yul's question and asked another.

    "By the way, what about the task?"

    Checking the chat log revealed no messages about returning or intentions to return.

    Wondering if he had come back for an urgent matter, I inquired.

    "Ah, right. I couldn't enter the temple because of the magic ban, but..."

    Gulping down his saliva, Kim Yul began speaking in a bright tone, as he usually did.

    "I heard from the clan's stronghold that they're setting a trap. Midnight two days from now, and they said to gather more poppy magic stones before then. What should we do?"

    If Kim Yul heard it firsthand, there wasn't much room for doubt.

    "Nothing changes. We proceed as planned."

    "Okay, then. I'm leaving now, I'm hungry."

    When I waved my hand as a response, Kim Yul's presence faded away.

    I continued sitting, eyes closed, resting against the couch while exhaling a deep breath.

    Though nightmares haunted me, drowsiness quickly overcame me.

    But thankfully, I didn't fall asleep again this time.

    Because my sight, which gradually blurred, saw Kim Yul departing in the distance.

    I stretched out my hand.

    Picking up Rice Cake, who was perched on the sofa backrest, observing Kim Yul's retreating figure.

    What I saw through my mind's eye was Rice Cake's view.

    "Stop."

    Murmuring with a weary tone, Rice Cake disconnected the link.

    And then, like finding its spot, she rested on my thigh.

    'It's become its designated seat.'

    It had been a few days since I decided to take proper care of it.

    During that time, I observed Rice Cake carefully.

    I wanted to understand more clearly its abilities.

    I discovered several unexpected truths.

    'It seems it can see and feel as if my senses are its own.'

    Calling from quite some distance, it would hastily come running in response to my soft murmurs.

    In almost every moment, it felt like it saw and heard what I did.

    'But it only shares its vision when it wants to.'

    More accurately, since I couldn't see through its eyes, it seemed to forcefully show it.

    For this beast from another world, sharing vision and experiencing empathy seemed natural.

    But I, being human, could not communicate that way.

    So Rice Cake appeared to artificially reveal its perspective to me.

    "Tsks..."

    Honestly, I wasn't too pleased.

    It essentially meant there was yet another entity capable of watching me wherever I was.

    'The lingering gazes from the departing system already annoy me.'

    The idea of someone peering into my mind was discomforting.

    'The slight consolation is that it obeys my words unconditionally.'

    Basic commands like bite, run, stay were just the beginning.

    'It comprehends complex orders like hiding something somewhere or monitoring someone.'

    Once, I assigned it to observe Yang Taeho as an experiment.

    Almost 24 hours a day, without sleep, it kept its eyes on him and promptly delivered every move to me.

    It would execute whatever task I instructed.

    It seemed disconcerting to the point of being unsettlingly blind in its devotion.

    'Perhaps because it finds me essential for its survival.'

    Though it was merely speculative at this point.

    'Besides that, it seems it's quite cunning.'

    It had a perceptive sense of the shift in its circumstances.

    It was clear when it clung to me the moment I allowed it near.

    Until now, it had not ventured onto my bed.

    Now, it claimed a spot beside my pillow.

    'Oh well, it's better than being foolish.'

    Sweeping my dampened hair back, I lifted Rice Cake and put it aside.

    My skin felt unpleasant from sweat and dampness.

    'Might as well take a bath now.'

    Seeing as this body would be offered in a sacrificial ritual, wouldn't it be better to keep it clean?

    Thus, two days later, after soaking in warm water, come midnight, the entire building was shrouded in a black mist.

    The Hamas Clan had attacked our party's stronghold.

    * * *

    In front of the temple within Loborre Castle.

    Voices were heatedly raised from within the building used by the Players' Association.

    "I'm telling you, those bastards did attack our party building!"

    It was Kim Yul, his face haggard as if he hadn't slept all night.

    Seated at a paperwork-laden desk across from him, Lily exhaled a shallow sigh, looking weary.

    "We cannot designate suspects merely based on suspicions. This matter..."

    "If you're talking about evidence, you know they've been buying poppy magic stones on the black market, nuna!"

    "It's already been explained that they were stolen from us."

    Responding wasn't Lily, but Mayak, shrugging his shoulders as he cheerfully added.

    "President, our guys are so busy trying to catch the thief now they can't even go hunting."

    "Like hell anyone would buy that!"

    Kim Yul shouted explosively and pounded the paper-strewn desk with a resounding bang, splitting it in half.

    As a result, the towering stack of documents collapsed in a flurry.

    "Stop with the pathetic excuses and tell me right now! What have you done with K hyung?"

    It had only been half a day since K had gone missing following the night's attack.

    Lily, who had been staring forlornly at the fallen papers, slowly rose from her seat.

    And she began gathering the documents with practiced hands while continuing her words.

    "First, Kim Yul, this isn't a private setting. Mind your language. And Pudding, don't just stand there watching; intervene."

    "Ah, u-uh, I'm sorry."

    With stiff movements, Yang Taeho pulled Kim Yul back.

    Stammering, as if unsure what to do, he eventually helped with collecting the papers.

    Meanwhile, Lily addressed Mayak.

    "Next, Hamas clan leader. Investigators from the association will be deployed soon. Cooperate fully to ensure a smooth investigation."

    "Ho? Is the association planning to get involved?"

    "We can't overlook this situation now that suspicions have been raised."

    "Are you aiding the convenience of those who raised the suspicions?"

    Mayak, clicking his tongue, pointed in Kim Yul's direction as he spoke.

    "Suppose we did attack these guys' shelter. Isn't it more of a statement than a regulation issue? Are you ignoring the fact that those guys interfered with our clan members first?"

    "..."

    "If no casualties occurred, why should the association step in at all? Isn't it aiding them by doing so?"

    Casting an amused expression, Mayak gazed up at the empty space.

    "I also have people to report to. They informed me that my messages to K are getting through fine. That means he's alive, and there's no reason for us to be investigated, is there?"

    Mayak argued with frustration lacing his voice.

    To this, Lily looked up from her crouched position.

    She intensely studied Mayak, as if piercing through to discern his motives.

    After a long moment of scrutiny, Lily resumed gathering the papers she had been reaching for, her words turning pragmatic.

    "We are not investigating a murder but moving to prevent one."

    "Huh?"

    "Without evidence, we can't be sure Hamas Clan made an attack. And granting a hypothetical where there was an assault, without casualties, there wouldn't be direct repercussions."

    But just because there aren't casualties now doesn't guarantee none in the future.

    "There is potential for the missing person case to escalate into a murder case. It seems reasonable for the association to step in for prevention."

    Why do you seem sure no casualties might emerge from this incident?

    Could it be that you know the fate or location of K, who vanished last night?

    Mayak's cheeks twitched at Lily's probing query.

    "Given the credible suspicion that he's been taken timely to prepare for potential murder, we will proceed with dispatching investigators."

    "..."

    "Don't worry too much. If today's suspicions are purely coincidental, the investigation will reveal that."

    When Lily stood up, hugging the gathered documents, Mayak offered a sharp-edged smile.

    "Yes, it will be revealed."

    Inviting them to search all they wanted was what he meant.

    Mayak had confidence.

    Confidence that they wouldn't find anything.

    Because K wasn't with any of their related circles in the first place.

    "Seems like the discussion is settled; I'll be on my way."

    Casting a sidelong glance at Kim Yul, still glaring venomously, Mayak left the office leisurely.

    After Mayak's presence had retreated significantly.

    "Nuna, I'm sorry, did I scare you? I'll handle the cleanup and take care of everything before I go."

    Lowering his posture, Kim Yul hastily gathered the papers together while apologizing.

    His voice also shifted, softening as if it never held a hint of anger before.

    At this, maintaining her aloof and professional demeanor, Lily laughed lightly.

    "I did get startled. Your performance was so convincing."

    "Talk about startled, I froze up and couldn't say anything. Why are you so good at acting?"

    Yang Taeho, who was helping Lily collect the papers, chimed in.

    Kim Yul's lips curved into a playful smile at their compliments.

    "Was it passable?"

    "Are you kidding? I genuinely thought something happened to K."

    "Ahem, well, I did take some acting classes."

    "Wow!"

    "It's not such a big deal. By the way, nuna, your act was impressive too. Do CIA agents learn acting?"

    "We do train to maintain composure...but what you saw was genuine, not an act."

    The three continued their conversation unhurriedly.

    As if the disappearance of K hadn't impacted them in the slightest, they remained as relaxed as usual.
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    Chapter 220. The Kidnapper and the Swindler (5)

    Step by step, as Reitan descended the spiral staircase, he was greeted by a narrow hallway.

    After walking down the hallway, he found a space that could hold about thirty people.

    In that space, a small chamber meant for sacred rites to receive blessings was prepared.

    Though the size was not to his liking, it was suitable for conducting discreet rites.

    As Reitan examined the hastily arranged chamber, someone approached.

    "Earl Protoram."

    It was Jernima, the high priest of the Order of Agnotia.

    He was an individual responsible for managing the Chedaltman Temple, where Vellego was appointed, and was part of the radical faction that shared Reitan's intentions.

    At one time, he was frequently involved, keeping Vellego from getting sidetracked.

    "You said you wouldn't come; it's a precious visit indeed."

    But now, their relationship had deteriorated significantly.

    "Aren't you too busy preparing for the great work?"

    At Jernima's sarcastic tone, Reitan's lips twitched slightly.

    'What an arrogant fellow.'

    Reitan was not in a good mood. Jernima had started this without consulting him at all.

    As a result, Reitan's plans were disrupted.

    Originally, he had intended to bring K over more slowly, after discovering another piece of divinity.

    He intended to present the divinity to Agnotia through K after collecting that piece.

    'That wretched person ruined everything.'

    It was clear he was blinded by ambition.

    'Or maybe, he was too busy trying to restrain me.'

    After repeated kidnapping failures, discontented voices regarding Reitan had grown louder.

    Led by those displeased with a young upstart giving orders.

    They even began to bring up his non-ordination status, questioning why someone not affiliated with the Order was involving himself so deeply.

    From Reitan's perspective, it was exasperating.

    He had chosen not to be ordained to utilize his family's assets, yet that choice was being used to discredit his faith.

    When he first heard about it, he was utterly furious.

    Those who hadn't even been chosen by God were doubting his piety.

    Meanwhile, they created a mess while claiming it was for God.

    'He probably aims to become the High Priest through this.'

    And, in the end, would likely try to become the Supreme High Priest.

    The nominated candidates for the next Supreme High Priest have been entirely excluded from this incident.

    It was truly a stage set for the Priest Jernima alone.

    And unfortunately, that stage was close to succeeding.

    'If I interfere with the ritual, I will just give them an excuse to purge me.'

    Patience, which he had chosen for better results, had become a dead end.

    Reitan, desiring nothing more than to smash the face of the smug Jernima, ultimately quelled his anger with his superior rationality and reached into his vest pocket.

    He pulled out a divine relic from Agnotia, a treasured symbol of love, and fiddled with it.

    Though Jernima's gaze fell on the relic, that was all. He did not recognize it as a sacred object.

    'It is something Agnotia personally bestowed upon me.'

    A mere priest could not comprehend its value.

    "This day is for Agnotia, so I had to find the time to congratulate her, no matter how busy."

    Unlike Jernima, who moved for personal gain, Reitan could endure a thousand of these humiliations for Agnotia.

    Reitan spoke while holding the divine relic firmly in his hand.

    "You wouldn't chase away a devout monk who comes here with goodwill, would you?"

    "Hahaha, of course not. I personally allow you the opportunity to observe."

    With a benevolent smile, Jernima patted Reitan on the shoulder before leaving to oversee the final preparations for the ceremony.

    While watching Jernima walk away, Reitan brushed off the shoulder where Jernima's hand had rested.

    'He dares to speak of permission...'

    It was distasteful, but Reitan had come determined not to interfere.

    If he were to disrupt now, he might not even be able to offer the current piece of divinity.

    Given the situation, he should be pleased that he can at least present the divinity he holds.

    'Not for me, but for Agnotia's sake, this is the time to endure.'

    Fortunately, outsiders were increasing in number.

    There was no rule that said another outsider in similar conditions to K wouldn't appear.

    Even if none appear, it's no longer a major issue. He seemed to have found another way.

    'The experiment to use outsiders affiliated with the Order of Palao proved effective.'

    Though faint, there was indeed latent divinity of Palao within them.

    'Enhancing their vessels to prevent shattering makes them a usable offering.'

    Once the current experiment is successful, gathering the scattered pieces for presentation will be simple.

    Reitan waited quietly from a spot far from the altar, anticipating the commencement of the ritual.

    After a bit more time, "Make sure there are no mistakes at all!"

    Under Jernima's command, they began placing the prepared offering on the altar.

    Reitan's gaze remained fixed on the being at the center.

    The symbol floating in the air was indeed that of Palao.

    K, an offering to elevate Agnotia to greater nobility.

    Wearing elaborate ceremonial garb, he seemed unconscious, with his eyes closed.

    Moreover, his garments around his limbs appeared utterly deflated.

    It seemed all his limbs had been severed to prevent escape.

    'Seeing him in such a state is somewhat satisfying.'

    A bastard who ruined everything he was conducting with Gallonic.

    The idea of him being gone filled him with a bitter satisfaction.

    Reitan continued to toy with the pocket watch in his hand while observing the ritual.

    The process of embedding the secretly kept piece of divinity into K's body went smoothly.

    Even the recitation of the prayer required during the offering was carried out without a hitch.

    After all the procedures were completed,

    "......."

    A solemn silence enveloped the space where the ceremony was held.

    Those who were attentively observing the altar glanced around at each other, exchanging looks.

    It was the moment when the offering was supposed to be oxidized and presented to Agnotia.

    Yet, nothing happened.

    'What's this?'

    Realizing that something was wrong, Reitan's brows furrowed, and then, the ground began to rumble.

    Dust fell from the ceiling, and the shock was strong enough to knock the priests participating in the ceremony off balance.

    "What, what is this...?"

    Reitan mumbled, steadying himself against the wall.

    That was undoubtedly Agnotia just now.

    'Why is she refusing the offering?'

    Absorbing new divinity should be Agnotia's long-cherished desire?

    Before he could fully grasp his doubt, a strong golden light emitted from unconscious K on the altar.

    "Ah!"

    Only then did the priests overseeing the ceremony exhale with relief.

    But Reitan's expression remained stiff.

    The authority emanating from the dazzling golden light was not Agnotia's.

    Once the strong, dazzling golden light subsided,

    "What you are trying to say is..."

    Instead, they were filled with an unfamiliar voice.

    "You didn't think I was really caught off guard because I didn't know, did you?"

    K, the owner of the voice, was rising from the altar.

    Though just moments ago, all his limbs were supposed to be cut, he stood firmly on both feet without any issues.

    Everyone around him gazed at him with dumbfounded expressions.

    Unaware or indifferent to their feelings.

    "Gasp!"

    K, standing with his own feet on the ground, suddenly seized Jernima's neck, who was closest to the altar.

    "Ugh, you bastard! What trickery did you commit!"

    Stunned by the unexpected turn, Jernima clutched K's arm in desperation.

    However, with his strength, it was impossible to escape K's grip.

    "No need, honestly, what does it matter what you were thinking?"

    Pulling a smirk with one side of his mouth, K kicked Jernima away.

    "Ugh!"

    "Thanks to you, I gathered divinity for free, so I should be grateful."

    Jernima collapsed sideways with foaming at the mouth from a single kick of K's.

    K, with an uncharacteristically clear smile, said as he tossed Jernima aside.

    "Thanks for everything."

    Immediately, K's gaze fell precisely where Reitan was standing.

    Despite glaring at him, Reitan quickly moved his hand.

    He intended to press the winding part of the pocket watch he'd been holding all along.

    This item was a divine relic and contained a teleportation magic stone that would take him to a designated place.

    But just before Reitan could press the winding part and break the magic stone, an outsider unexpectedly surged out from his shadow, brandishing a dagger.

    "Argh!"

    As blood gushed, Reitan's hand holding the pocket watch fell away.

    Following that, a commotion was heard from the entrance direction.

    "Arrest them all!"

    Fully armed holy knights and outsiders stormed in.

    Instantly realizing their failure, the priests who had been huddled together scattered, but it was futile.

    The single entrance, created for secrecy, was sealed.

    It was like strangling themselves with their own hands.

    Though by the time they realized this, it was too late.

    * * *

    The moment the Agnotia fanatics inserted a piece of divinity into my body, a message popped up asking if I wanted to inherit it immediately.

    'I had prepared all sorts of things, thinking I'd have to endure some trial.'

    It turned out to be a useless endeavor.

    'Is it because the size was small?'

    Compared to what Gretman handed over, it wasn't even a tenth the size.

    Maybe thanks to that, while pretending to be unconscious, I absorbed the second piece.

    Though the plan slightly deviated, resulting in slight confusion.

    There was no downside, so I decided to focus on the current situation.

    "Don't let a single one escape!"

    The underground chamber designated for the ceremony quickly turned chaotic.

    Thanks to the holy knights and Order of Palao players who had infiltrated.

    Among them, there were also several investigators from the association.

    The current scene meant that my prepared plan had achieved perfect success.

    At first, even when setting up the plan, I didn't expect things would progress this smoothly.

    'I thought reaching half the success would be satisfactory.'

    In retrospect, it seemed I had captured even bigger targets than initially intended.

    The one who deserved the most credit for this success was undeniably Jernima.

    I looked down at Jernima, who was foaming at the mouth and unconscious.

    'He started biting Reitan as expected; he moved exactly as anticipated.'

    There are those who envy and resent successful individuals anywhere you go.

    Dealing with such individuals isn't that difficult.

    In practice, agitating Jernima through a player who had infiltrated Agnotia was easy.

    Dislodging the influence of Reitan, who was taking his seat naturally among the radicals.

    Bringing up his past close association with Senoa to fuel suspicions of betrayal.

    All it required was subtly convincing him that there might be a way to knock him down a peg.

    Instigating division through provocation and leading to internal strife is a tactic often used by former powers to take control of colonial nations.

    Thus, I was confident this method would work.

    Although I didn't expect it to go this smoothly.

    'What should I say, naive maybe.'

    It's ugly, but rather than cunning, it's accurate.

    'There aren't any vile crimes exploiting human frailty here.'

    Bihar is a world where identity, power, and force allow you to plunder others.

    Therefore, there isn't a broad spectrum of heinous frauds exploiting human psychology here.

    In contrast, we players hail from Earth, rife with all sorts of scam tactics, including voice phishing.

    Prodding the ambition of a marked individual to guide them in the desired direction wasn't challenging.

    Thanks to that, it seemed I caught all my initially planned targets.

    The first being the radical faction of Agnotia, currently being captured.

    "You scoundrels! Do you know where this is?"

    "Ack! Let go, let go! I said, let go!"

    "Run, run!"

    Those who treated me as an offering are now tied with magical restraining tools, kneeling as criminals.

    They number exactly fourteen in total.

    Though it isn't an overwhelmingly large number, all are high priests.

    It was as if capturing all those somewhat influential within Agnotia at once.

    'I cannot leave those aiming for my back unchecked.'

    Through this event, the radical faction of Agnotia would suffer greatly.

    'It will then be easy for the pacifist faction backed by Jose Wolfrian to expand its influence.'

    Honestly, I didn't intend to go that far.

    Having learned that Bihar will eventually fall, after all.

    There wasn't a need to further bolster the pacifist's power.

    'However, there's no reason to snatch away a given opportunity.'

    Either way, the pacifists are player-friendly forces.

    There's no need to alienate those protecting and supporting players.

    While observing the unfolding events within the ceremonial chamber and organizing my thoughts.

    "Hyung!"

    Approaching me rapidly was Kim Yul, who had snuck in with Reitan's shadow.

    "Did it all end well according to plan? Nothing's accidentally gone wrong, right? All ten fingers and toes are intact, right?"

    He began to make a fuss, inspecting me.
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    Chapter 221. The Kidnapper and the Swindler (6)

    "I'm okay."

    I had just recovered the body parts that the Hamas Clan had mutilated, thanks to Karlos's authority.

    'It still feels a bit stiff.'

    All sensations and motor skills were back to normal.

    "You're saying you're okay after going through all that? Ha, hyung, you really are one tough survivor..."

    Rather than being a survivor, it was more accurate to say that I wasn't worried.

    I had used Karlos's authority a few times and was certain.

    Even if I had suffered permanent damage from the torture at the hands of the Hamas Clan, I was sure I could restore myself to my original state.

    That's why I let myself intentionally get captured by those who wanted to crush me.

    In fact, I had no problem restoring my body.

    I massaged my arm and leg, which had lost their scars from the past, to alleviate the stiffness.

    And as I massaged my limbs, I checked the chat window that had been updating continuously.

    - Pudding: It seems they heard the news over there too, huh? Things are getting noisy.

    - Kirish: Judging by how they're calling their clan members back, it's definite.

    - Nadia: K, they're preparing before you arrive? The numbers gathering at their base are increasing.

    - Joseph: I'm curious what their faces looked like when they heard they failed. Lolololollll

    - Nadia: Me too. From today, their life's genre is horror.

    - Joseph: Why did they mess with that mad dog?

    - Kirish: To be fair, that mad dog was the one who provoked them first...

    - Joseph: Huh? Now that I think about it, you're right? Poor guys...

    - Nadia: There's nothing poor about those who discriminated using race and mana. Such people should be crushed before they can grow.

    The team that agreed to assist me in dealing with the Hamas Clan was engaged in conversation.

    They were likely surrounding the Hamas Clan's base as we had planned.

    When dozens of players stand outside simply loitering without clashing, what would Mayak, the Hamas Clan leader, feel?

    And when nearly eighty percent of them bore the Order of Palao's symbol?

    I hadn't stepped into Mayak's head, but surely he wouldn't be feeling alright.

    'They are my second target, they shouldn't be left intact.'

    Once this task wrapped up, I intended to head over and half-destroy the Hamas Clan.

    I changed out of the cumbersome ceremonial outfit into my usual clothes while sending a message in the chat.

    - K: Now your're calling me a mad dog?

    - Joseph: The mad dog has appeared!

    - K: I might bite you.

    - Joseph: Yikes.

    - Nadia: Ignore him and tell us when you're coming.

    - K: I'll leave in 10 minutes.

    - Pudding: Don't rush, just take your time. The Hamas bastards are already cornered.

    - Nadia: Just in case you're wondering, all other players have left to let us fight among ourselves.

    - Kirish: Many are climbing to higher buildings just to watch.

    - Joseph: I'd watch too. It's the first time players are clashing on this scale.

    - Nadia: For sure, it is. Whenever disputes arose, they feared losses so much they didn't even get to actual fighting, only engaged in subtle pushes.

    I sent the messages while already getting my gear ready, then began walking.

    Kim Yul naturally followed me.

    "Let go! Do you even know who I am?!"

    Eventually, we arrived next to Reitan, who was under the Holy Knight's suppression, making a loud ruckus.

    Unlike my first and second targets, he was a major catch I hadn't planned for.

    'I didn't expect this guy to show up.'

    I glanced away from Reitan, who was bloodied but still resisting, to look at the direction where Kim Yul had severed his hand.

    More specifically, I was looking at the pocket watch he had been holding.

    After staring at the motionless watch for a while, Kim Yul spoke up cautiously.

    "Are you going to take it?"

    He lowered his stance before hearing my answer.

    As he reached out to grab the watch, a thunderous voice rang out.

    "How dare you!"

    When I turned my head, Reitan shot a furious glare.

    "That is not an object you can possess!"

    Likely, he wasn't lying.

    "It's strange listening to you now... What the...?"

    In evidence, Kim Yul, who tried to grab the watch, mumbled in confusion.

    His hand only fumbled around the pocket watch as if blocked by something invisible, like an unseen spherical barrier enclosing it.

    Reitan, emboldened by this, shouted louder.

    "Do you see now? That item can only be possessed by the chosen one!"

    Of course, his confidence didn't last.

    Because when I lowered my stance and extended my hand, it touched the watch without obstruction.

    Faced with the unexpected, Reitan looked stunned.

    Meanwhile, I looked calmly at the system window that had appeared in front.

    「Do you wish to seize the divinity? (Y/N)」

    Rather than pressing Yes immediately, I opened the message window.

    「The Trait 'Inheritance Candidate' is activating.」

    「There is a divinity within 100M radius that can be seized.」

    The message had popped up out of nowhere while I pretended to be unconscious with my eyes closed.

    'Not Absorb, but seize?'

    I pushed the new window aside for now.

    It seemed this 'Inheritance Candidate' trait allowed me to take possession of another god's divinity.

    'If this watch contains divinity, it must be a divine relic...'

    Something felt off.

    The divine relic from Palao I had held exuded her divine energy.

    Even a cursory glance confirmed it belonged to Palao.

    In contrast, the watch I held now...

    'I can sense something, but...'

    It wasn't Agnotia's divinity.

    Before orchestrating this fake kidnapping, I had visited all 7 temples to identify each different divinity.

    As a result, I had learned to distinguish among the 7 divinities.

    Among them, Agnotia's was second to Palao's in familiarity.

    Agnotia's gaze was constantly on me as soon as the system was away.

    I glanced over at empty air and then back at Reitan, who still looked shocked, as I furrowed my brow.

    'This is strange.'

    According to my research, Reitan was a fanatic of Agnotia.

    Publicly, it appeared he'd leaned toward Senoa.

    He had influence among extremists, particularly the fanatical ones.

    But why did he possess a divine relic devoid of Agnotia's divinity?

    'Is this really a divine relic?'

    I toyed with the watch, deliberating briefly.

    'There are too many eyes right now.'

    I decided to postpone dealing with the seizing function.

    Standing up, I stored the watch in my inventory.

    "Noooo!"

    It seemed Reitan had just realized what was happening, as he began to wail.

    "How could someone like you! How did you manage this?!"

    I was about to leave, unable to delay my mission regarding the Hamas Clan any longer, but...

    "This can't be! You were meant to be a sacrifice for Agnotia! How dare you scheme such a plan?!"

    Reitan suddenly started confessing.

    Originally, I had planned to hand them over to the player association for interrogation, but that necessity vanished.

    I guess he was extremely shocked that I took the pocket watch from him.

    'Well, it's not necessarily a bad thing.'

    Saying I wasn't startled by the sudden turn of events would be a lie.

    But considering it objectively, Reitan's outburst wasn't detrimental to me.

    So I decided to show some gratitude before leaving.

    I approached Reitan, squatted beside him, and whispered.

    "Want to hear some interesting news?"

    My voice lowered significantly as I smirked mischievously.

    "Right now, the god you revere is probably regurgitating their own divinity for attempting to steal another's."

    The gods of Biharin are not allowed to directly harm players.

    Should they violate this rule, they must relinquish divinity equivalent to their transgression.

    I pieced this together from the agreement witnessed between the system and the 7 Great Gods.

    Remembering this, I chose Agnotia as the third target for this swindling play.

    The system kept its distance while Agnotia attempted and failed to devour me.

    A convergence of divine energies swarmed and vanished, remaining silent since.

    They're probably having a quarrel among themselves right now.

    "What is...?"

    Smirking at a clueless Reitan, whose eyes flitted around in confusion, I rose.

    Explaining further was too much of a hassle.

    Turning away from Reitan, I advanced, ignoring his continued shouts.

    "You scoundrel! What do you mean?! Why Agnotia?!"

    But this time, I ignored him neatly.

    Instead, I worked with the Order's holy knight, dispatched for the assault, and the association's player accompanying the field investigation to wrap things up.

    "Then I'll assume you're transporting them to the association promptly."

    "Don't worry."

    "And, it seems I've made a significant contribution to apprehending that one."

    Jutting my chin toward Reitan's direction, I made my request, to which the holy knight from the Order hesitantly replied.

    "... Could you tell me what you desire?"

    No need to beat around the bush.

    "Give me the first right to search that scoundrel's residence."

    "May I ask why?"

    "There's something I need to find."

    It was both a lie and a truth.

    To be more precise, it felt like I might discover something valuable.

    'He knows about the fragment of Palao's divinity.'

    Even Rashar didn't know of the fragment until I acquired it from Agnotia.

    He knew, and he even devised a way to present it to Agnotia.

    If he knows anything more, I must attain it before the information flows elsewhere.

    And if necessary, I must consider obscuring it on my own.

    Surely, even the holy knight could interpret my ulterior motive from my words.

    Hence, the knight delayed any answer, pondering instead.

    But, he couldn't refuse my request.

    'In any case, thanks to me, they've caught extremists more than once now.'

    Ignoring my contributions would mean they'd have to endure strained relations with me.

    Jose Wolfrian, who eagerly seizes every opportunity I offer, wouldn't want that.

    And this holy knight was well aware of it.

    Proving his awareness, the knight nodded after prolonged silence.

    "Do you know the exact location of the Protoram Viscount's residence?"

    "I know it's in Kimol. I'll ask someone from the Order for the exact location. I've got urgent matters now... I can get there in 4 hours, 5 at the latest."

    "To prevent escape and evidence destruction, we'll occupy the estate. Rest assured, we'll strictly adhere to your will regarding the search. We won't claim ownership over any spoil or evidence inside."

    "Thank you."

    After wrapping up the task on site, I, along with Kim Yul, moved towards the narrow corridor leading back above ground.

    Upon entering there, the numerous gazes fixed on us disappeared instantly.

    I pulled out a dagger while slightly lifting my shirt.

    Next, I imbued the dagger with mana and cut into the scarred lower abdomen.

    "Ugh."

    I grimaced from the pain as I probed to extract the object lodged inside me.

    "My goodness, truly a survivor... He really put that in with his own hand, what a survivor."

    I heard Kim Yul's voice mumbling in amazement, which I promptly ignored.

    Damn system
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    'I'd rather be a stubborn fool than let them take this away.'

    I had taken two items from my body.

    One was a pair of disguise earrings I usually wore.

    The other was a necklace consisting of a thin gold chain and a pendant the size of a fingertip.

    'Thank goodness these magic tools activate just by being worn.'

    If not, I would have inadvertently advertised my true self everywhere.

    The player's body could withstand the clash with foreign objects within it to some extent.

    Even when the Hamas thugs stabbed through the muscle layer several times during their assaults, it didn't become a major issue.

    I washed the blood-soaked earrings with bottled water and wore them.

    As I pondered over the remaining necklace for a moment.

    'Agnotia must have realized by now that they couldn't touch me anyway.'

    There was no point in hiding it any longer.

    I washed the relic that Gretman had given me and hung it around my neck.

    When I ascended the spiral staircase to the surface, I couldn't proceed any further and stopped.

    "Rashar?"

    I found myself face to face with Rashar who was approaching the stairs.

    I tried to maintain my composure, but it was difficult.

    'Why is she here...?'

    Her name wasn't on the list of mobilized personnel this time.

    Clenching my jaw tightly, I nodded a little to Rashar in greeting.

    I intended to pass by her, but then, "...... I heard that they found part of your body at the place you were detained."

    Before I could take a step, Rashar spoke to me.

    "Are you okay?"

    I seemed to understand why someone not on the list was here.

    It was similar to when she had accompanied Gretman last time.

    'She came because she was worried.'

    She wanted to confirm with her own eyes that I was alright.

    Should I just ignore her and leave? Or respond? It wasn't a long deliberation.

    "As you can see."

    "...... It's the second time you've been rescued since you were kidnapped."

    "Honestly, it's questionable whether it can really be called a kidnapping."

    Both times, I had willingly followed.

    "...... Don't you think there might have been another way to resolve things both times?"

    What Rashar said wasn't that unexpected.

    While I drew a shallow breath, Rashar continued.

    "Do you think it's right to keep throwing yourself as bait?"

    I replied to her question without any hesitation.

    "It's not about right or wrong; it's about efficiency."

    If I could use myself to eliminate the bothersome issues at once?

    If using me was more efficient than not using me?

    'Then, of course, I should use myself.'

    The ultimate goal of Agnotia's radicals was to use me as a sacrifice.

    Given the cultural structures of this world, living sacrifices were perceived as more effective.

    Indeed, during the recon, Agnotia had emphasized to the Hamas clan to bring me back alive.

    That's why I was confident I wouldn't die.

    As long as I didn't die, there was no reason not to use myself.

    Even if problems arose during the process, I could solve them.

    'Now that I can use Karlos's authority without limitation, why save it?'

    Even if I was tortured and gained some disability, I could restore myself, so what's the issue?

    The fact that I'm the one to endure hardships after being kidnapped?

    'I wouldn't have killed people indiscriminately if I planned to keep things half-hearted.'

    To protect the land where my family lived, I had resolved to use any means necessary.

    And one of those means couldn't be discarded just because it concerned my well-being.

    Therefore, I was cold to the person who came out of concern for me.

    "Whatever I do with my safety as collateral, I don't need your permission."

    I wasn't pleased with Rashar, who kept making me reconsider my decisions.

    "So, stop following me around with unsolicited advice."

    "......"

    "I will never let my world get pushed to the brink of ruin by debating right and wrong."

    With those cruelly sharp words, I passed Rashar.

    "Ugh, um, uh, wait, wait, I'm coming too!"

    Behind me, Kim Yul hurried to catch up, looking anxious and uneasy.

    Even though my insides churned, I had no intention of lingering on and pleading.

    'It's not over yet.'

    Without glancing back, I ran.

    * * *

    Crackle, crackle,

    Smoke rose from sparks that had spread everywhere in the room.

    Mixed with the smoke was the odor of burning human flesh.

    "Cough, cough!"

    The stench made it hard to breathe.

    Suddenly, as he caught his breath amid the thick smoke, Mayak muttered.

    "This son of a bitch..."

    His slack voice was as precarious as a candle flickering in the wind.

    But it wasn't enough to earn the sympathy of the person responsible for this situation.

    "So what?"

    As a testament, K's voice falling from above Mayak's head was indifferent.

    "Still awake? Want to say something?"

    His tone was as casual as making small talk about the weather.

    Looking at his severed leg lying uselessly aside, Mayak gritted his teeth.

    When K, whom he had played with before selling to Agnotia, returned unharmed.

    Mayak realized what awaited him.

    Hence, the situation wasn't that surprising.

    'They must have planned this.'

    A few hours earlier, over fifty people with the Gold rank participated in an assault with K.

    Among them, more than half possessed attribute mana.

    Most of the Hamas clan members were of Silver rank and couldn't properly resist.

    To be honest, more than half surrendered without much resistance.

    'Most of them were normals.'

    It was evident that those with regular mana had been colluding with K.

    Thus, K's assault ended successfully.

    The clan base was nearly destroyed.

    Key members were dragged into the office, had their limbs severed, and the ends were treated with potion immediately to prevent reattachment.

    All that had been achieved in months was lost in mere hours.

    Just as had been predicted when seeing K return unharmed.

    But just because the scenario was foreseen, it didn't mean he wasn't enraged.

    Toward Agnotia, who let K slip through their hands after turning him over.

    Toward K, who returned alive and now held a sword of vengeance over him.

    "You damned bastard..."

    It had been K who first picked a fight with Hamas.

    Had he not meddled, this horrid cycle of mutual animosity wouldn't have begun.

    Then why did it have to be them who met such a miserable end?

    Unable to suppress his anger any longer, Mayak grinded his teeth and shouted.

    "Just what grudge do you have against me to go this far!"

    He didn't expect an answer.

    He was genuinely indignant and couldn't believe things had escalated this much.

    And he had nowhere to vent his rising anger, so he simply poured out his grievance.

    But perhaps K had a change of heart?

    For the first time, breaking away from his matter-of-fact demeanor, K crouched down.

    He grabbed Mayak's hair, pulling his head up.

    Locking eyes with the venomous Mayak, only for a brief moment.

    K released a breathy chuckle and spoke.

    "You were just in the way."

    "What...?"

    "The antics you guys were up to were hindering the future I wanted."

    The reason for starting and ensnaring him in a trap and pushing to near obliteration – had there been more?

    "That's all there is to it."

    Ending his brief speech in a monotonous voice, K let go of Mayak's hair.

    "Don't worry too much. I'm not going to kill you. You know that's not a problem, right?"

    With a dull thud, Mayak's body hit the floor and started to tremble.

    "Ahhhhhh!"

    Then, with a final outburst, he let out a terrible scream.

    But K had already stepped back a few paces by then.

    Not stopping there, he threw something in the direction of the unconscious Samazal, the executives, and Mayak.

    The mana, forming into black smoke, enveloped those who were Hamas clan's executives.

    Once the smoke dispersed.

    "Hi-hi, heh..."

    A foolish giggle escaped from Mayak, who was the only one conscious.

    Witnessing this, K supported Mayak against a wall and asked.

    "What's your name?"

    "Na-name... Maayak...hi-hi."

    "Age."

    "Hehehe, forty."

    He asked a few more questions.

    As if confirming something, he spoke while glancing back.

    "Check if there's any confidential information only this guy knows."

    Standing at the end of his gaze was a man in his mid-thirties.

    "Better not be caught off guard and blocked in the future."

    "Yes, yes!"

    Kamal, who had been his deputy until a few hours ago, replied, noticeably tense.

    Around his neck was a shackle-like device.

    A restraint magic tool capable of inflicting pain at the owner's discretion.

    Responding nervously to the question, Yang Taeho at the door asked.

    "Are we just gonna let him be?"

    "I'm not sure. They say he might come to his senses once the mana's effect wears off, or he might not."

    "And if he does regain his senses?"

    When Kim Yul followed up with his question, K smiled with a wry grin.

    "No way."

    "Then?"

    K calmly spoke while playing with the same magic stone he had used earlier, tossing it in the air before catching it.

    "We'll keep using them until they never regain their senses."

    Honestly, they're more beneficial when they're not in their right minds.

    The moment K's words ended, Mayak started giggling again, drooling profusely.

    "Hehehe, he..."

    While observing the scene, K soon turned around.

    He patted Kamal, the only surviving executive of Hamas, on the shoulder and warned.

    "Make sure not to end up like that. Got it?"

    "Y-yes, I'll make sure..."

    Behind his trembling voice came a clear *ting* sound.

    It was the sound of K flicking the restraint magic tool with his finger.

    Knowing the pain the tool could inflict, kamal froze like a statue.

    Leaving him behind, K addressed his party members.

    "Then, I'll head out first. Please wrap things up here."

    "Don't you worry, take care!"

    "Have a good one!"

    Leaving the cleanup to his party members, K departed.

    * * *

    It happened as I emerged from a building with a collapsed wall, allowing full view inside.

    "I thought you were going to wipe them all out?"

    Sniper, crouching on the debris-covered ground, spoke to me.

    The reason he was in Bihar instead of Earth was simple.

    To grant the authority to recruit bounty hunters, he needed to meet me directly.

    'Ethan, handling human hunts, had already been here.'

    Sniper, responsible for the drug sector, had just visited me a few days prior.

    Since I couldn't leave Bihar at that time, he had no choice but to come over.

    Yet, after granting him authority, rather than returning immediately, Sniper volunteered to assist with this matter.

    'He's a player with substantial experience in human combat.'

    He was easily ranked among the top of those proficient in interpersonal battles.

    I had no reason to turn him away, so we proceeded with the operation together, and his contributions during the combat were indeed noticeable.

    I casually sat beside Sniper and remarked.

    "I thought about it, but decided against it because I'd feel regretful."

    "Regretful?"

    "Well, because of the oil."

    "Oil all of a sudden... Aha."

    Sniper seemed ready to question more but halted and kept the words to himself.

    While touching his beard, he muttered as if he had found the answer himself.

    "Ah, trying to put leashes on them, are you...?"

    He hit the mark.

    I intended to put a leash on the Saudi royal family through the Hamas clan.

    'Oil supply is an issue that can't be overlooked, especially when war is approaching.'

    Although the dependency on oil has lessened compared to the past due to advances in renewable energy.

    'The U. S., for instance, has invested heavily in shale gas.'

    As a result, the share of alternative energy has increased across various industries over the past few years.

    And this transition will undoubtedly continue.

    Calls to reduce fossil fuel use due to recurring abnormal weather patterns are gaining strength.

    But that doesn't mean oil has become worthless just yet.

    Industries that rely on oil remain significant, too substantial to ignore.

    If a war breaks out and Saudi gear up to weaponize oil as a negotiation card on an international stage?

    Damned System

    TL's Corner:

    All roads lead to oil.
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    "The cost of distribution is going up, and so are all other prices."

    In modern society, the world couldn't simply be viewed as separate countries.

    Grains, energy, consumer markets, and raw materials necessary for various manufacturing industries—

    All these structures were organically connected.

    'Initially, Lily couldn't completely suppress Saudi because of a large reason being the caution against oil monopoly.'

    In this regard, I found myself contemplating whether the Hamas Clan might prove more useful than anticipated.

    Instead of eliminating them outright, I decided it was better to turn them into pawns that would heed my words.

    So here I was, having placed a restraining magic tool on the one who seemed most likely to obey, and departing.

    Most of the members, who hadn't been actively discriminatory, were left alive and well.

    From now on, I must manage to ensure that no clan in Saudi Arabia dares to covet the position of the Hamas Clan.

    "The only player group capable of demonstrating power in Saudi Arabia will now be Hamas."

    The players tasked with managing that would be those affiliated with the Order of Palao.

    In return, I promised a maneuver to guarantee a more favorable supply of oil for their home country in the future.

    Thus, it became possible—if not guaranteed—to minimize confusion due to oil in the impending war.

    I took a moment to gather my thoughts and explain part of the plan to Sniper.

    "Huh, so that's what you thought of, huh...."

    His eyes, barely visible under his trademark bucket hat, were fixed on me with a gaze that bespoke intentional observation rather than mere viewing.

    My eyebrow arched at his uncharacteristic demeanor.

    Though we had no personal acquaintance, Sniper and I was relatively compatible business partners.

    The fact that the problematic business involved assassinating players who had caused incidents made it far from ordinary.

    Yet, we'd never had a conflict of opinions or feelings of resentment due to mistakes made in handling work.

    The reason for this was clear.

    "That's because he recognizes me as the boss and cooperates."

    Although we're working together, I'm the one giving instructions and making decisions, the one responsible, in a sense.

    Sniper acknowledged this, which is why there was no conflict.

    He probably thought of himself as the hired hand.

    In reality, I did hire him in exchange for a random box.

    There was no reason to say no to someone actively preventing conflict.

    We'd been getting along without any issues until now; why was he suddenly staring like that?

    "You make it sound like thinking is difficult."

    I subtly probed, attempting to discern Sniper's mindset.

    Sniper chuckled softly, responding with a slightly low laugh.

    "Hey, let's be honest here. You know there aren't many guys like you, right?"

    "......."

    "Those who can't think for themselves have no bottom. Although they live in the same world, they have no clue how the world works. They neither ponder the causes of price or interest rate hikes nor question them, simply bowing under the pressure of adapting to the impending circumstances."

    "......."

    "And there are plenty of such guys in this game, too."

    I had no intention of denying his point.

    There are those who create the circumstances they desire and those who get swept up in already changed conditions.

    Most fall into the latter category. And that doesn't change when compared to players.

    I wondered why he was bringing it up, and as I was staring back at him, Sniper shrugged.

    "No special meaning. I just thought they'd think it's strange that I'm sticking next to you."

    Before I realized it, I furrowed my brows.

    "I'll keep sticking next to you. Because I got a renewed conviction that this is the line to stay on."

    What Sniper had just said also implied that he was expecting something in me that others did not have.

    'It's commotion everywhere.'

    It was just because I wanted to, because I considered it necessary.

    The expectations and wishes of others being added to that weren't pleasant.

    However, since it happened repeatedly, I found even pointing out that issue annoying.

    "Let's just do what I'm supposed to do."

    I had no obligation to respond to expectations that were one-sidedly thrown my way.

    Whether they hoped or got disappointed, let them deal with it by themselves.

    I exhaled a faint sigh and stood up from my seat.

    I looked down at Sniper, still sitting, and spoke.

    "Enough with the beating around the bush. What's the real issue?"

    Although I granted the license for hiring the Bounty Hunter, personnel didn't materialize at this point.

    Given the circumstances, he was still lingering in Bihar, assisting with the work even when the fight dipped into a lull and waiting for me to emerge.

    'Can't be genuinely curious about Hamas Clan's treatment.'

    Sniper was essentially a private person.

    He cooperated with me not out of a sense of justice to eradicate problems caused by players but for the random box as his reward.

    People like Eisa, who pursued world peace with great ideals, were of a completely different ilk.

    "Just, you know, a personal favor to ask?"

    Sure enough, Sniper, lightly lifting his bucket hat, smiled slightly, something I'd rarely seen before.

    Narrow-eyed, taken aback by this rare smile, I listened.

    "You probably have some connection with this game, don't you?"

    The conclusion was self-evident.

    I was the one who first proposed the Bounty Hunter position and replenished the lacking personnel.

    "I'm not here to interrogate or question that."

    Leaning back against the rubble, Sniper raised both hands, as if to indicate no hostile intentions.

    "I simply want to ask you a favor. If you manage to secure divine water on your end, I'd like a transaction opportunity. Even if it's not the physical thing, if it's a method to procure it, it doesn't matter. If you share the information, I'll definitely pay for it."

    Even if it cost his life, he declared decisively, before pulling down his bucket hat again.

    I wasn't particularly surprised by this sudden request.

    "So he opened a random box of 100."

    It signified he hadn't obtained divine water from there.

    Typically, random boxes yield what the player personally needs.

    Yet, not being able to secure divine water with 100 random boxes meant—

    "Inevitably, he'd look for alternative methods."

    Sniper chose me for that alternative.

    He presumed that whatever relationship I had with the game, my chance of acquiring divine water was higher than his,—

    'Ultimately, he's someone who will accompany me until the Cratoll issue is resolved.'

    I was not tasked with actively searching for divine water for him.

    He requested only that I inform him if I happened to acquire it or learn relevant information.

    I had no reason not to honor his request.

    "Alright, I promise."

    My concise answer prompted Sniper to speak in a slightly hoarse voice.

    "I beg you."

    I nodded, then turned away.

    * * *

    Leaving Sniper behind, I arrived at Kymol, where the mansion of Count Protoram was located.

    "Now, let's see what this guy has been hiding."

    I had no intention of freeing the fish that had willingly swum into the trawl.

    "Maybe I'll completely strip it to the bone."

    Finding the mansion of Count Protoram wasn't difficult.

    Having received advance notice, the holy knights surrounding and watching over the mansion gave way readily.

    I stepped into the vast mansion, similar yet different from the Bennett residence.

    In the hall where the central stairway led to the second floor, all the mansion's servants had gathered.

    Pale-faced, they kept casting wary glances at the holy knights monitoring them.

    "They must be startled."

    Surely, they were taken aback by the abrupt arrival of the holy knights.

    To top it off, they'd probably heard the news that the master of the manor had been arrested, so their shock was understandable.

    I singled out one among them to guide me to the spaces Reitan frequently occupied.

    Before embarking on a full-fledged search, I opened a shop to purchase a magic stone.

    It enabled the use of a search magic that could detect mana arrays within a certain range.

    It could locate not only obvious teleportation circles but also those that were concealed.

    Typically, it was used to find magically made traps.

    I used that magic stone to thoroughly search Reitan's bedroom, library, office, and the parlor used for entertaining important guests.

    Of course, I didn't neglect the obvious safes and document holders—

    I slashed cushions of beds and sofas, crushed chairs and desks, tore up floors and—even shook books off the shelves.

    I looked for any hidden confidential documents.

    The search was not fruitless.

    I sensed mana emanating from a certain location.

    In a false-bottom drawer of the office's desk, I discovered a document indicating embezzlement of materials meant for supply to the Order army.

    In a secret space found beneath the library's floor, two ledgers, filled with unexplained numbers and names, were hidden.

    "A bribe ledger, perhaps..."

    I clicked my tongue as I pocketed the ledgers.

    Unfortunately, this wasn't what I had been searching for.

    What I sought from Reitan were clues related to gods and divinity.

    "I heard he found that divinity held in Agnotia."

    This made me suspect that he might have unearthed more pieces.

    Even if he hadn't discovered any, I hoped he'd marked regions suspected to contain divinity.

    "It would take me too long to search from scratch."

    A year could be long, or short, depending on its unfolding.

    My plan was to retreat to Earth within that period, having amassed as much divinity as possible.

    To that end, seizing the foundations someone else had built seemed the quickest route.

    Thus, Reitan was my best bet to possess what I desired.

    However, despite rummaging through his dwelling, the results hadn't been promising.

    "Did he fail to find it, or am I missing something?"

    Envisioning Reitan, who had likely been taken to the Association's underground prison for harming players, I sighed deeply.

    If I couldn't find it on my own, I would have to pry it from his lips—

    "It won't be easy."

    Perhaps I should continue searching a bit more.

    I rose from my seat and addressed a servant standing behind me.

    "Is there any place else the count frequented? Tell me of every place he's ever visited."

    Prepared to leave no stone unturned, I'd decided to scour any location Reitan had ever set foot in.

    "He, he dined at the dining... Oh! He'd occasionally visit the wine cellar personally."

    As I received directions and exited the study, I abruptly halted in the corridor.

    Caught by an inexplicable sense of discomfort, I found myself frozen in place.

    I stood in the corridor, alternating glances between the study door and the office door beside it.

    Having visually retraced the distance between the doors several times, I reentered the study.

    Using even strides, I measured the internal space and then moved to the office, where I again measured its size.

    Finally, returning to the corridor, I gauged the distance between the study and office once more.

    The source of the earlier discomfort became apparent.

    "They're different...?"

    The external measurement taken in the corridor and the internal measurements differed significantly.

    "No matter how thick the wall may be, it shouldn't exceed 1 meter."

    But, the discrepancy measured in steps suggested a gap of nearly 2.5 meters, or perhaps close to 3 meters, between the rooms.

    Having reached this conclusion, I recalled a memory.

    "Now that I think about it...."

    The hidden space I had tracked Velgeo to in the Atar Empire's imperial capital—

    It too had been a passageway crafted by exploiting the space between walls.

    "It's an effective method for creating secret passageways."

    People with a dull sense of spatial perception would struggle to detect the anomaly.

    Reflecting on this past memory, I re-entered the office, feeling my way along the wall that bordered the study.

    "I didn't conceive of another secret location because there was no discernible mana."

    What if the absence of mana was a deliberate ploy?

    "Perhaps it was intentionally excluded as a factor."

    An ideal way to deceive those, like myself, searching the mansion with anti-trap magics.

    After brief hesitation, I clenched my fist and drew back my arm.

    And then, with a thud—!

    "Eek!"

    The weighty reverberation caused the servant to recoil in fright.

    Unconcerned by his reaction, I grabbed onto the hole I'd punched into the wall and tore it apart.

    Through the crumbling stone, a distinct scent of paper wafted out.
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    While Hyunwoo was wandering in search of the secret space of the house of Count Protoram.

    Someone had visited Gemal, the capital of the Atar Empire.

    'Is it here...?'

    It was Yang Hyewon, clutching a thick envelope of documents to her chest.

    As the carriage passed through the massive iron gate, she swallowed dryly.

    Eventually, the carriage came to a stop.

    Before getting out, she cleared her throat.

    "Ahem, ahem."

    Once she calmed herself and stepped out of the carriage, the view that had been visible through the window now lay clear before her.

    In the middle of an expansive forest, the full size of which was hard to determine.

    Buildings made of wood were lined up in rows.

    Not just one or two, but dozens of them stretching out.

    And amidst those buildings, some carts and boxes seemed to float in midair.

    "Huh?"

    Hyewon found herself unconsciously opening her mouth in a slight daze at the sight, which was slightly different from what she had expected.

    It surprised her to see such an unusual scene beyond common sense.

    Moreover, she was taken aback by its grander scale than she had anticipated.

    'This rivals the size of a decent village...'

    And the entire area was heavily guarded by hundreds of knights and soldiers.

    It wasn't something hard to understand.

    This was the home of the dwarves.

    'The only race said to have the technology to create magic tools...'

    Unlike magic stones that any mage could craft, magic tools were items that only the dwarves could create.

    But the past war had seen many dwarves perish.

    The remaining dwarves were said to number less than a few hundred.

    'Because of this, the Atar Empire and even the Order are sensitive to their safety.'

    Access to this place was restricted to a very limited number of people.

    However, Hyewon, among all the players, was the first to breach the restriction and enter the dwarves' residence.

    'Technically, it wasn't me who breached it.'

    The one who had secured the right to visit this place was K.

    Hyewon was merely acting as K's proxy.

    Even then, she was not free to move around as she pleased inside.

    Despite coming in with official permission, as many as five knights accompanied her.

    Officially, they were to guide her, but it was closer to surveillance under the guise of guidance.

    "Ahem, ahem."

    Feeling the gazes fixed on her, Hyewon quickly composed her expression.

    Perhaps waiting for this, one of the accompanying knights pointed in a direction and spoke.

    "You should head that way."

    Clutching the envelope tightly once more, which contained the documents given by K a few days prior, she headed in the direction the knight pointed.

    Looking at that envelope reminded her of what K had said.

    The past events, the things she had to do for the future.

    And the reason K entrusted this task to her.

    - I barely got this opportunity by rubbing shoulders with and pleading to the nobles of the Empire.

    - There's no guarantee there will be another chance like this next time.

    - So you must be cautious.

    Hyewon steeled herself.

    'Don't get nervous.'

    She couldn't afford to ruin things with a pointless mistake.

    This might be the only chance to bring the race of magic tool creators to Korea ahead of the world's great powers.

    * * *

    The place beyond the wall I entered was a secret space, approximately 2 meters wide and 20 meters long.

    It resembled a narrow corridor, barely enough for a couple of adults to pass.

    That secret space existed not only on the third floor, where the bedroom was, but also on the second and first floors, where the library and office were located.

    'It has holes on the floor that allow free movement from the first to the third floor by installing a ladder.'

    Combining the three floors, the area was by no means small.

    And the not-so-small space was filled with papers.

    'Mostly maps and reports sent from various places.'

    There was so much that I had to buy an expansion pack for my inventory to take in all the materials.

    The reason for gathering such an amount of paper was simple.

    It bore the marks of Reitan's struggle in search of the fragments of divinity of Palao.

    'I had a feeling there was something, but he searched the entire continent...'

    Reitan was earnestly searching for the fragments of divinity.

    With the sole desire to present them to Agnotia.

    It was an astounding level of devotion.

    'I never thought I'd benefit from someone else's faith.'

    Thanks to this data, I could save an immense amount of time.

    'I can skip the places confirmed to have no divinity.'

    And I'll check the places he suspected.

    'I should skim through all of it to set a concrete schedule.'

    After gathering the data and leaving the residence of Count Protoram, I hurried towards the temple.

    When I traversed the portal to reach Habon.

    A message arrived indicating my party members had returned to our base before me.

    And it carried unwelcome news.

    - Pudding: We returned first. That mage is here. You had to meet regarding magic tools?

    At the news of Ahel's visit, I let out a sigh.

    'I forgot that my mana was imprinted on the binding magic tool.'

    I had forgotten because I hadn't used the magic tool to control Ahel.

    After instructing Yang Taeho not to drive Ahel out, I hastened my steps again.

    Ordinarily, when I arrived at our base, Rice Cake would've been the first to greet me.

    The one who offered its company and openly stuck to me.

    But not today.

    It crawled under the bed on the second floor before I even arrived.

    And through sharing its vision with me, it indicated that it was paying attention to my mood.

    It had sensed that I wasn't in a good mood.

    "Long time no see?"

    As soon as I opened the door and entered, Ahel greeted me first, but I didn't respond.

    I just wanted to conclude our business and send him away as quickly as possible.

    So without any greeting, I immediately placed my hand on the binding magic tool on Ahel's neck and dispersed all the mana.

    "It's done."

    It would have been nice if that had ended this tiresome connection.

    "You know, I've taught you so many things; don't you owe me at least a bit of an explanation?"

    Unfortunately, reality doesn't always lean in a favorable direction for me.

    "Honestly, I thought we got along quite well, didn't we? You received a lot of help from me. Yet, if you chase me away like this, it leaves me feeling hurt."

    The bonds formed in the past kept making me review my choices.

    I detested that to the point of shivers.

    Now was not the time to look back at what had been left behind but to move forward quickly.

    "Unlike Sharan, I at least want to hear why I'm being abandoned like this all of a sudden. If you have any conscience, give a proper explanation..."

    "You guys are all going to die."

    So I just blurted it out.

    "The enemies have a way to break through Temoria's barriers. The moment they start making a move with determination, you all will perish along with this land."

    They had begun collecting messeo, even at the risk of the information leaking.

    'It's a sign that the time to go on the offensive is near.'

    After I pointed out those facts one by one, Ahel replied in his usual cheerful manner.

    "It doesn't really surprise me all that much. I've known for a long time that the odds were against us."

    Where he got the information, whether it was credible or not.

    Ahel didn't waste time with unnecessary questions.

    Instead, he focused on a different matter.

    "Since we're talking about it, could you let us take refuge in your world? If only we could use that gate..."

    "Impossible."

    "Oh, come on, don't reject it so flatly. I'm not just asking for it for free. We'll somehow compensate you, even if we have to empty the wallets of all the rich folks."

    "From the start, it's impossible..."

    "Gold is valuable in the outsiders' world too, right? You have ties with the association. Could you try negotiating to arrange some mercy for us?"

    "Our decision is not what matters. The gods you believe in, without a doubt, have anchored your feet here."

    Ahel, who had been asking with a friendly tone for the Biharin's survival, fell silent like a broken machine.

    "Don't you understand? Your esteemed gods shackled you here, fearing you'd bolt to another world."

    Proportionally to the weight of the secret that weighed on me, my voice rose.

    "You can't leave here. No matter how much you struggle, you cannot escape this dimension! No matter what you do, never!"

    The shout that eventually burst out echoed enough to fill the building.

    The surrounding area became chillingly silent, not even the sound of breathing could be heard for a length of time.

    "Hic."

    Kim Yul, who suddenly began to hiccup, covered his mouth.

    "You probably understand too, so it's enough!"

    Yang Taeho, who approached me, calmed me.

    I diverted my eyes away from Ahel, who became completely still, and tightly shut my eyes.

    Not speaking was enough to make me feel frustrated to death.

    But after talking, the turmoil within me felt just as maddening.

    In the end, all that remained was regret.

    I did something foolish, swept away by emotions, even though there was no good to gain from it.

    'If the Biharin hear about this, they'll try to exploit the players more aggressively.'

    If they have evacuation in mind, a minimal friendly relationship is a necessity.

    But if they learn that escape is impossible?

    There will be no other option left for the Biharin, driven to the cliff's edge, but to defend this place.

    How many will go to any lengths to make it happen?

    There'd indeed be players who'd end up used and discarded.

    It was laughable how quickly I regretted spilling it out, unable to hold back my frustration.

    But spilling milk can never be retrieved.

    'I should give Lily a heads-up.'

    If the Order's headquarters bring up evacuation, not to hint that it's impossible.

    'Tell them to drag it out as long as possible.'

    After several deep breaths, I spoke as evenly as possible.

    "If you have your sights set on escaping, first resolve it with the gods you serve. Ask them to release the shackles binding you, or kill the gods altogether."

    It was an unfeasible solution I spoke as I walked to the entrance and opened the door.

    "This is all the advice I can offer."

    Essentially a farewell urging them to leave without wasting time here.

    Seated on the sofa, Ahel covered his face with his hands and exhaled heavily.

    "Ah, really, should have followed my master."

    According to rumors picked up here and there, his master was said to be one of the traitors.

    'Because of that, there were many opinions to execute him when the Tower of Magic revolted.'

    It was the Bennett family, including Rashar, who actively prevented it.

    Hearing Ahel's self-mocking murmuring, I added with a laugh.

    "It's not too late even now."

    Ahel tapped the collar on his neck and responded.

    "I just don't like being in pain."

    He couldn't have not known I reset that collar just now.

    A non-imprinted binding collar could be removed anytime.

    Yet since he didn't remove it and stayed, it was obvious.

    'He seems to have quite a lot to protect as well.'

    But that's his issue, and there's nothing I can do about it.

    Without further protest, Ahel rose to his feet.

    "What about the mana exchange?"

    "I'll recharge the mana in the accumulating tool and send it back when needed."

    "Should I recharge my mana in the same way?"

    "No, there's another spatial magic user."

    "Then I see no reason to receive it."

    "Got it."

    I quietly closed the door as Ahel left the base on his own.

    It felt like my body was being dragged underground.

    My body was too heavy for me to take even a step.

    It took stating to myself a dozen, a hundred times that it was the right thing to do before I finally moved away from the entrance.

    "In two days, I'll make a move. I'll re-announce the exact schedule, so if you need personal maintenance, finish it by then."

    "... Okay."

    "Mmm..."

    Briefly instructing the party members, I went upstairs to my room.

    Damned System

    TL's Corner:

    K lost his cool.
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    "Come out."

    At just those words, Rice Cake timidly crawled out from beneath the bed. Still, she seemed to gauge my mood, sitting quietly at the foot instead of climbing onto my thigh.

    Rice Cake had grown to about twice the size compared to when I had first absorbed the piece of divinity.

    From observing her over a few days, it seemed clear that she grew in proportion to the amount of mana she consumed.

    Until now, she only consumed enough to avoid death, which slowed her growth.

    'If she grows larger, it'll be easier to involve her in battles.'

    To help Rice Cake grow faster, I released some mana and brought out a stack of papers I had stolen from the Protoram count's household. There's no time to waste on dawdling.

    As I focused on skimming Reitan's search records, I figured out the first place we needed to go, santorna.

    I wasn't sure of the exact location, but it was clear Reitan had found something near Santorna recently. So I chose Santorna as our first destination.

    Moreover, it had been mentioned by Vellego when he had investigated Reitan before. 'It's often mentioned just when it seems forgotten.'

    Since it kept coming up, I decided it was time to check it out personally. I notified the party about our trip to Santorna, and as soon as the schedule was set, the system returned.

    "Did it go well?"

    I could sense a triumphant aura from the system's presence. It seemed it had managed to extract considerable divinity.

    'In a lousy situation, this is at least good news.'

    Thanks to it, in the upcoming fourth selection, we would be able to recruit more players. But it wasn't the only good news.

    Just as I was getting ready to finish my day and sleep, a message came through,

    - Balloon: We have crossed over to Earth. From what I hear, it seems they plan to attack directly.

    News arrived that the seeds planted a few months ago had sprouted.

    * * *

    「Progress 100%」

    「The patch is complete.」

    「Attribute mana possessed by enemies can now be materialized.」

    「Attribute Mana Stones have been added to the item list.」

    「The fourth player selection is underway. (2,000,000/2,000,000)」

    First one hundred, then ten thousand, then one hundred thousand, and fifty thousand next. Today, a staggering two million people were dragged to the battlefield overnight.

    Seeing the overwhelming numbers, I instinctively suppressed a sigh.

    'At least it's good that the attribute mana drop, which had been updating for weeks, is finally completed.'

    This would provide power and opportunities to ordinary mana users who had been marginalized in magic. I tried to focus on the positives, taking a good look around.

    We arrived at Santorna via a portal attached to the temple.

    'This place feels more like a city than a castle.'

    No matter where I looked, there was no sign of a fortress wall that should surround a city. Instead, much like Habon, it was backed by cliffs.

    'Perhaps because the mages made this their base.'

    Even if an attack came, there was a sense of arrogance that they would be safe. But now, it was just a desolate city that had lost its former glory.

    Our ultimate destination, santorna, was quite barren. Although the city was vast enough to accommodate millions, the actual residents numbered less than a few hundred thousand.

    'Let's start moving.'

    To draw as little attention as possible, we used the portal at a dark hour before dawn. 'While we can't hide the symbol,'

    As long as no one saw it, witnesses would be minimal. Hooded for caution, we traversed the city. Then, standing behind me, Kim Yul clicked his tongue and muttered.

    "Wow, there really isn't a quiet day with these folks."

    Kim Yul was staring into the air.

    "Why now?" asked Yang Taeho.

    Kim Yul's answer was straightforward.

    "Because of the Chinese. They've flooded the comm today."

    China was currently in a civil war. Unlike a typical civil war, the focal point was the players' instigation.

    But it was too serious to dismiss as anything other than a civil war.

    From two nights ago, starting with the disappearance of the national president, key figures began vanishing one by one.

    Politicians who could follow the associations' instructions—those who comply with players' demands—were being swapped in.

    Not that they were killed. Instead, they were gathered in one place and surrounded by a barrier.

    'When they emerge from the barrier, everything will be over.'

    By then, ordinary people powerless against players would have no way to intervene.

    'Til then, there would be some bloodshed, though.'

    The conflict between players aligned with the new political power and those associations released was fierce.

    'Thankfully, the associations' influence grew stronger.'

    In the beginning, a few fatalities occurred. At that instant, the association intervened.

    Twenty investigators of various nationalities stormed into China. Leading them was Ethan, now in charge of the association's police department.

    The investigators were all of a high standard, at least at the gold rank, which put the Chinese in a position where they couldn't afford to hesitate.

    'They pinpointed and eliminated the murderers.'

    After repeated warnings, when murders persisted, the player association took a tougher stance.

    If someone committed murder, the association would make sure they faced death. Ethan and his bounty hunters played a crucial role in instilling that perception.

    As the situation unfolded, the Chinese began to hold back from killing each other. But the conflict itself continued.

    Due to this, terror and riot-related reports were constantly being written in China.

    In the player community, the two factions were exchanging harsh criticisms and insults in their frustration of not being able to kill each other.

    Foreign players, no longer able to bear it, began expressing their discontent, sparking another round of chaos.

    The recent post catching my eye was a perfect example.

    Title: Stop Posting So Much – Posted by: Robin Hood

    Content: Solve your issues among yourselves. Why clutter the public board with your brawls and live broadcasts? Use that time flooding the board to stab the other side.

    - Eagle: Right

    - Anna: They really don't know moderation.

    - Sauron: They're causing every possible harm to others, what's the deal?

    - 1896jj: I hope this topples all the regimes mixing in socialism, including Russia.

    ⌎ Cowboy: And throw out those dictators fattening themselves on the people's backs.

    ⌎ Revolution: Let's just wipe them all at once.

    ⌎ Famous Novelist: Stop, whether they're killers or political offenders, if they touch civilians, the association will execute them. Didn't you see the last notice?

    ⌎ Baby Shark: What does "execute" mean?

    ⌎ Famous Novelist: It means they'll chase them down and kill them.

    - Romeo: I wonder how many have died this time... It breaks my heart.

    ⌎ Juliet: Oh my, what are you doing here...?

    ⌎ Falcon: What are you two up to?

    - Crocodile: Speaking of, why is it just the socialists in Asia making moves? Typical monkeys.

    ⌎ Yun Jihwan: What do you have in your head? Russia is in Europe, you know?

    ⌎ Surprise Gift: Maybe you lack knowledge. Ever heard of Eurasia?

    ⌎ Tanaka: I'm tempted to list how low standard things are in Europe and the Americas. What about terror groups and drugs?

    ⌎ Alessandro: It's the Chinese making those drugs.

    ⌎ Snowflake: Good job. Who doesn't have dirt when you dig into them?

    The exploitation of a group that could be cursed without guilt was like a frenzy of piranhas attacking fresh prey.

    The base instinct of trying to drag others down when criticized was deplorable. It's exhausting, no matter how often I watch it.

    I clicked my tongue internally and closed the community window. At the same time, I instructed Kim Yul, who continued monitoring the community, to stop.

    "Ignore it. Watching just gives you stress. What's the point?"

    "But we need to know the situation. Hyung, you're busy. I can handle this."

    It's pointless.

    'Information floating around in the communities lacks accuracy.'

    There's plenty of ways to deal with it without needing to gather stress-inducing information like that.

    "If you're curious, I'll compile and tell you, so don't waste your time."

    "Oh, you have a source of information?"

    "The guy we caught back when the investigation team was running."

    "Ah, then alright."

    No sooner had Kim Yul answered than a new chat message came through.

    - Balloon: As expected, some are starting to surrender. It's happening faster and in greater numbers than I thought. But the situation isn't good. The remaining are feeling threatened and have started channeling mana. This morning, three new gold ranks suddenly appeared. They all wield fire-attribute mana.

    The timing was impeccable.

    As I had told Kim Yul moments ago—I had an informant who reported in detail what was going on in China.

    'Real name, La Yuan.'

    I was informed by Bunny Foot that he was someone who used to be involved with the collection of players in China.

    Naturally, he was among the enslaved when we cracked down on the people trafficking in Chinese humans. He agreed to become my eyes and ears in exchange for protection.

    'A lot of folks in the association do take notice of my moves.'

    Even if not, some would willingly help if I asked.

    I sent a message to Ethan, asking him to subtly assist La Yuan.

    On Earth, where the symbol doesn't appear, going unnoticed is like a walk in the park.

    'After all, this is a game the association has set up.'

    Lending a slight hand wouldn't lead to significant problems later on.

    'At worst, those opposing Lily might make an issue of it.'

    But that wouldn't even scratch the surface of real problems.

    Soon, Ethan's reply confirmed he understood.

    After sending a message to La Yuan that support was coming, I closed all the windows.

    All that filled my view were various icons and minimized message windows.

    It wasn't corrupted ground this time, so no map was available.

    As a result, my line of sight was open for the first time in a while.

    But really, my mind was elsewhere.

    Rice Cake was constantly sharing its vision with me.

    What I saw was the main street of a silent, dark city.

    The creature that left the temple ahead of us was bounding across the city in earnest.

    'Vision sharing is quite handy, indeed.'

    With the assumption that Reitan's subordinates might be in Santorna, sending her to scout areas I couldn't enter was possible, which was why I brought her along.

    Rice Cake insisted on connecting its vision repeatedly, as if to show it knew what to do.

    Though its frequent connections were a bit bothersome...

    'It's fine, I suppose.'

    Better to see than not see anything at all, so I let it be.

    'I can roughly guess where things are.'

    As we moved to leave the city, I took out an item from my pocket to check.

    It was the pocket watch I took from Reitan a few days ago.

    'I thought about stealing the divinity from it.'

    For now, I'm holding off.

    Even the system couldn't identify whose divinity was embedded in the object.

    I needed to carry it until I learned more about this new divinity.

    Otherwise, I might have held onto it for a different reason.

    'It has its uses as it is.'

    Opening the lid revealed neither the hour nor the minute hand but a compass needle.

    What I thought was a timepiece turned out to be a compass.

    Without item information, I had the system investigate it.

    It confirmed that the object reacted to divinity, revealing its primary function.

    Reitan locating Plarow's divine fragment wasn't by chance.

    'This tool was crafted specifically to locate scattered pieces of divinity.'

    Currently, the compass needle pointed northwest.

    Without any city walls, there was no need to bother with entering and exiting.

    After correcting our course, my thought train filled again.

    Thoughts that hadn't once disappeared since we set foot out on this journey.

    'I remember an enemy searching for Gallonic came from Santorna.'

    Damned System
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    That fact left me feeling unsettled.

    'Is it really just a coincidence that the people from Agnotia and Senoa keep getting involved with the traitors?'

    Then is it also a coincidence that both Orders are dominated by the radical factions, not the moderate ones?

    Where is the guarantee that this issue is limited to just the priests and devotees?

    What if it's the gods themselves who committed betrayal, causing their followers to stray?

    'That can't possibly be true...'

    If Bihar disappears, the 7 Great Gods would no longer be able to act as gods.

    The idea of them abandoning the dimension or siding with the enemies has too low a probability.

    But it felt uneasy to dismiss it outright.

    I sensed there was some critical puzzle piece I was missing.

    There was suspicion, yet there was nothing definitive to turn that suspicion into certainty.

    "Tsk."

    As I fiddled with the compass in my hand and clicked my tongue, Rice Cake once again connected their vision to me.

    At that very moment, someone appeared on the left side of Rice Cake's line of sight.

    Black hair with vivid green eyes, a face that still bore traces of youth.

    'Why is he here?'

    If it wasn't a mistake, I had seen someone I was familiar with through Rice Cake's vision.

    Furthermore, the direction in which he was moving happened to align with where I intended to go.

    Frowning at this sudden variable, I briefly hesitated before muttering to myself.

    * * *

    After being expelled from the Bennett family and wandering away from Habon, Walter settled about three months ago at the count's residence of Borman, part of the Atar Empire.

    He didn't want to leave his hometown, but there was no other way.

    Nothing had leaked about his incident at the Bennett family, but he hadn't received a recommendation letter.

    Not having it was as good as being dismissed for inappropriate conduct.

    No family in Ferrell would accept a young knight without a recommendation.

    So, he chose exile to another country.

    Of all the options available, Count Borman's Family in the Atar Empire offered Walter the highest salary.

    'No one would willingly come here, so offering money was their only choice.'

    Count Borman's family was based in Santorna, a nest for traitors.

    Once a prospering city thanks to mages, it had turned desolate.

    Only one type of person remained there, those born and raised there, with no place else to go or means to survive elsewhere.

    For a land inhabited only by the powerless and unfortunate, what progress or prosperity could there be?

    How many knights would there be eager to serve a declining family in a dying city?

    Most of the knights employed by Count Borman were, like Walter, in urgent need of money or those who had caused trouble and were expelled from their previous families.

    'Yet surprisingly, it seemed better than I expected.'

    Contrary to Walter's thoughts, the Borman family was thriving.

    They even lent money to their retainers at low rates so he could clear all the usurious loans he had taken as a freelance knight.

    'Perhaps I should be grateful for that.'

    Walter began to meticulously adapt to his new life.

    He thought he could now live a settled life.

    Just last week, he had brought his grandmother, whom he had left alone in Habon.

    And today, Count Borman had personally called him for a task.

    - There are refugees hiding in the mountains.

    - As the weather in the forest will soon turn cold, they will need warm supplies.

    - Go and deliver them with Lord Homal.

    Was it thanks to his diligent execution of unpleasant tasks without complaint?

    Walter had caught the count's attention in just a few months.

    Although he had not willingly come there, it was still a fresh start.

    Walter resolved to do his best for his new lord.

    Thus, he met the representative of the refugees living in the forest as instructed, handed over the carriage, and froze.

    "Sa-save me! Someone, please help!"

    The door of the cart, which supposedly contained relief supplies, suddenly flung open, and a poorly dressed child sprang out.

    Unlike the frozen Walter, Homal skillfully caught the fleeing child and knocked him unconscious.

    "Darn it, why is this open? How were the people in charge of sealing this?"

    And then, he casually put the child back inside the carriage.

    "Sir, Homal, what on earth... What exactly is happening here?!"

    Walter finally came to his senses and asked in a trembling voice.

    His answer was a calm and indifferent rebuke.

    "What, didn't you come here unknowingly?"

    Hadn't you borrowed money from the Borman family recently?

    Count Borman only employs those in debt to do the dirty work, they said.

    "And just in case, don't do anything unnecessary."

    He added that if you went against the count or tried to leave, you'd immediately be threatened to repay the loan.

    "No point in reporting it elsewhere."

    The neighboring territories are all in cahoots.

    There was no hint of agitation in Homal as he said this while closing the carriage door, as if he had grown accustomed to such deeds.

    Walter watched his natural behavior in a daze.

    "You should go."

    The person who took over the carriage hurried away at Homal's gesture.

    "Let's head back."

    Homal tapped Walter's shoulder before turning around to leave.

    Left alone, Walter's body began to tremble violently.

    Before the door closed, he had seen dozens of unconscious children lying inside.

    All those children were poorly dressed.

    Which meant they were impoverished commoners unable even to afford a decent set of clothes.

    Kidnapping them wholesale and relocating them was anything but a righteous act.

    A moment ago, hadn't Homal said so himself?

    Count Borman made indebted knights do his dirty work.

    'Slavery requires authorization, even in Atar.'

    Though poor commoners, they were citizens, not classified as property like slaves.

    Kidnapping them was a definite crime.

    "Damn it..."

    Walter began trembling uncontrollably, grasping his hands tightly.

    He felt deeply ashamed of his complacent thoughts.

    For even a short time, he had believed that his sincere work had caught the count's attention.

    The reality was entirely different.

    He was as laughable and foolish as ever, rejoicing in having been called by the count.

    Disgrace quickly piled upon that awareness.

    Due to his circumstances, he couldn't even testify against the crime he had witnessed today.

    Homal's words lingered ominously in Walter's mind.

    'If I get expelled from here...'

    Walter faced many potential problems.

    His fall from the position of knight back to a freelance knight was a given.

    Moreover, he'd have to repay the debt he owed to the Borman family immediately.

    In addition to losing stable income, he wouldn't be able to afford the medicine for his grandmother he had painstakingly brought over.

    Furthermore, the count's family wouldn't let him be, knowing about their illicit activities.

    Surely, they'd attempt to silence him one way or another.

    Chain-linked thoughts bound Walter tightly.

    'Just for this once, if I feign ignorance...'

    He reached the same conclusion he had during that past incident.

    "Hey, kid."

    Homal urged him on.

    "Let's head back, okay?"

    Flinching repeatedly, Walter hung his head low and trudged away.

    Not in the direction where the carriage vanished, but towards where Homal was.

    Back at the Borman manor, Walter locked himself in the knights' quarters.

    No one came looking for him, as if Homal had made sure of it.

    He didn't even have the presence of mind to lay down on the bed or sit on a chair.

    Walter simply stood there aimlessly by the door.

    How much time passed? Slowly, his body began to tremble.

    Shivering without knowing where it began continued throughout the night.

    'And what exactly can I do?'

    Judging by Homal's words, it wasn't something involving just a few people.

    Indeed, it seemed like Count Borman was orchestrating the whole affair.

    Even if he involved himself, what could truly change?

    Moreover, those kids lying unconscious in that cart.

    'Let's say I do rescue them.'

    What then? Can he take responsibility for them?

    "This, this matter is not..."

    He mumbled to validate that he shouldn't be involved.

    As soon as he did, that uncontrollable trembling began to subside.

    Gradually, Walter, who had been bowing his head, clenched his fists tightly.

    "Again, just like this..."

    Living each day in regret over that one excuse, he was about to make the same choice again.

    Grinding his teeth, Walter lifted his head.

    'This isn't right.'

    Accusations he heard from an outsider once started coming back to him.

    The day he couldn't even hold his head high as someone supposed to uphold chivalry.

    He couldn't repeat the disgrace of that day.

    'This isn't right.'

    Didn't he swear never to commit such shameful acts again?

    Let future outcomes be future concerns; for now, focus on the kidnapped children.

    Walter began making preparations hastily.

    Clothing in dark colors, which could help him blend in.

    Instead of making noise with chains or iron armor, he wore soft leather armor.

    To reduce noise, he put on shoes with soles made of fabric.

    Just in case, he also strapped a secondary dagger he normally didn't use to his waist.

    He attached a small leather bag to his belt, one which he hadn't parted with since becoming a knight.

    - Despite the unfortunate incidents, you'll do well wherever you go.

    - May Palao's blessing be with your path.

    What Sylvia, the 3rd Division Commander of the Bennett family, had given him upon leaving.

    "Haah."

    After taking a deep breath, Walter climbed out the window, avoiding the door.

    Assuming everyone here was in on it wasn't too cautious a measure.

    It was time to move while keeping as low a profile as possible.

    Thus, Walter made his way through the knights' quarters, the Borman manor, and to the heart of Santorna.

    In the still, chilly autumn dawn wind, he slipped out without getting caught by anyone.

    He then sprinted with all his might.

    Towards the mountain he had headed to by carriage earlier that afternoon.

    Finally arriving at the location where he had handed over the cart, he began tracking the traces left on the ground.

    'I've got to be quick.'

    No one knew what the kidnapped children might be going through.

    Having already wasted a lot of time, he couldn't delay any longer.

    Walter picked up speed as he climbed the mountain.

    Yet, his rescue plan faced setbacks from the start.

    "What in the world..."

    Somewhere along the forest path, the tracks of the cart wheels abruptly stopped.

    As if the cart had vanished into thin air.

    He tried following along the path where the trail ended but found himself coming back to the same place.

    Unable to hide his confusion as he groped the ground, Walter murmured softly.

    "Could it be..."

    He opened the leather pouch tied to his belt and took out a magic stone.

    Soon, he executed a search magic to detect hidden magic circles or traps.

    Sure enough, not far from where the cart traces disappeared, wisps of mist gathered.

    'Is it a barrier? Or an illusion magic?'

    Walter couldn't identify precisely what kind of magic it was since he wasn't a mage.

    All he knew was that he couldn't enter that place on his own strength.

    'Should I hire a mage...'

    Should he commission a mage from the mercenary guild?

    But what about the kidnapped children in the meantime?

    'What should I do?'

    Despite being knighted, Walter was merely a sixteen-year-old boy.

    He lacked the solid foundation of experience needed to bolster his reasoning and judgment.

    Though guided by what was right, he didn't have the strength to transcend reality.

    Confronted with an insurmountable obstacle, Walter simply stood there frozen, like a malfunctioning machine.

    While Walter stood in a stupor, the blue mist cleared away.

    Behind him, a rustling noise could be heard.

    Walter quickly turned, sword drawn.

    Yet, what stood behind him was emptiness.

    Instead, shrubs moved in the distance about a dozen meters below the hill.

    '... A wild animal?'

    Walter thought it might be a spy or pursuer and moved down towards the rustling shrubs.

    While he descended, the movement in the brush stopped.

    What remained were only tracks that appeared to belong to an animal.
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    'It seems small.'

    As he looked at the footprint the size of his fingertip, he heard a faint sound of horse hooves in the distance.

    Without turning back, Walter dove into the bushes.

    Time passed, and eventually the source of the sound passed in front of Walter.

    'Is that...?'

    It was a wagon similar to the one Walter had driven earlier that afternoon.

    The wagon was driven by a single man sitting in the driver's seat.

    Walter realized that this was an opportunity.

    'Being hidden in the bushes was a stroke of luck.'

    It wasn't too difficult to latch onto the back of the suspicious wagon.

    However, due to the tension, Walter failed to notice a small shadow trailing under the wagon.

    The wagon continued its journey, carrying Walter along.

    When it reached the place where Walter had stopped before, a blue light flickered from the wagon's roof.

    It was then that Walter became certain that a barrier magic had been cast nearby.

    To pass through the barrier, one needs to accompany the one who cast it or carry a pass imbued with the same mana as the magic.

    Upon checking the roof, it became clear.

    'There's a pass embedded.'

    Anything connected to this wagon could pass through the barrier.

    'They've gone to such lengths...'

    This wasn't just a simple kidnapping. It seemed the operation was larger than expected.

    While Walter lay still, suppressing his anxiety, the wagon continued moving steadily.

    Eventually, voices began to be heard.

    Walter jumped off the wagon, lowering himself behind the bushes.

    The wagon he had been riding turned left at a crossroads.

    'Huh?'

    His lowered view gave him a momentary glimpse of something brownish at the juncture where the wagon's body met the wheels, but the darkness made it unclear.

    Walter was puzzled but cautiously pursued the direction the wagon disappeared.

    Soon, he stumbled upon a large wooden enclosure.

    In the cages were at least dozens of people crouched, counting the new arrivals, totaling around a hundred.

    'How could this be...?'

    The thought that all these people were kidnapped made his stomach churn.

    If he had turned a blind eye even once more...

    'I would have ended up ignoring all those people.'

    Walter clenched his fist tightly as he lay flat on the ground.

    But the momentary disturbance soon faded.

    Walter's eyes, which quivered slightly, now bore a resolute gleam.

    No matter what, he was determined to rescue the people here.

    Around the time he solidified his resolve, the driver, after moving everyone, boarded the wagon again.

    Walter decided to follow that wagon.

    'I have to secure the pass.'

    Without it, even if he rescued them, they couldn't exit the barrier.

    He moved stealthily, avoiding notice, utilizing the bushes for several minutes.

    Walter arrived at a spot where seven wagons were gathered.

    'Just how many people have they brought here?'

    The sheer scale of it was unfathomable, and it weighed heavily on him.

    Despite feeling overwhelmed, Walter's hands didn't stop.

    He retrieved a pass embedded in the wagon's roof.

    'Better take one more in case I lose one.'

    Right after he collected two passes.

    "Ugh, how many more times do we have to do this?"

    Coincidentally, he sensed someone approaching where the wagons were parked.

    "The longer we do it, the better. The pay is good."

    "It's not much. Had I known this would be a long-term job, I wouldn't have come."

    "If you're dissatisfied, tell the guild. Say you can't do it anymore."

    "I should. We've been stuck in the mountains for months."

    Walter quickly crawled under a nearby wagon, his heart pounding wildly.

    If they took the wagon from which he took the pass, it would be disastrous.

    They would soon realize it was impossible to enter the barrier, and someone had stolen the pass.

    The anxiety brought a cold sweat to his palms.

    'What's the right move here?'

    Should I silence them permanently? Or should I knock them unconscious and hide them?

    The lack of experience led to hesitation.

    Luckily, as Walter hesitated, the footsteps passed by and connected horses to the wagon further down.

    Thud-thud, clatter.

    Soon, the sound of horse hooves and wagon wheels gradually grew distant.

    It seemed the newcomers took the wagon farthest from Walter.

    Only then did Walter exhale the breath he'd been holding with all his might.

    "Hahhh."

    Walter, having narrowly escaped another crisis, retraced his steps with the passes in hand.

    Unlike before, there were more people roaming, forcing continual changes in direction.

    As a result, he ended up somewhere entirely different than he intended.

    It wasn't what he planned, but he couldn't turn back.

    The scene before him was too shocking.

    'What's that...?'

    A huge pit, big enough to fit dozens of people at once, lay dug into the ground.

    Within it, carts filled with large stones and dirt continually emerged.

    Oddly, the ones moving these stones and dirt weren't human.

    Monsters that might have inhabited a corrupted area were digging the ground.

    Walter was left frozen by the unexpected sight.

    "...but, a new sacrifice has arrived!"

    A voice suddenly struck Walter's ears.

    'Sacrifice?'

    Turning his gaze slightly beside the pit stood a man with striking red hair.

    Beside him was a small woman, cloaked with a thick hood, bouncing around.

    Clearly human, they were engaging in a conversation that Walter couldn't comprehend.

    "How long until it's done?"

    "Two more times! Just two more times, and it'll break!"

    What's supposed to break?

    Walter approached the duo, swallowing nervously.

    "Tell me how long we have to wait."

    "I've reinforced the magic circle! If sacrifices come in like now, it'll be done in three days!"

    Upon hearing her excited words, Walter's steps halted.

    'Magic circle and sacrifices.'

    The connection of these terms hinted at an understanding of what was happening here.

    'Black magic...?'

    Magic that employs external mana, requiring life force to unleash power several times stronger than conventional magic. The Order strictly prohibited it.

    It was known to have severe side effects, damaging the implementer's mental faculties.

    With all this—the monsters, black magic, and large-scale kidnappings—Walter realized this was beyond what he could handle.

    Count Borman, the lord, was surely in on it.

    'I need to head to the temple.'

    And report it to a temple unconnected to Santorna.

    Walter reached this clear conclusion while the pair continued their conversation.

    "It's a welcomed outcome. You can take responsibility for your words, right?"

    "Of course! What do you take me for?!"

    "If it'll indeed be done in three days, then we should kill that rat now."

    "Hmm?"

    As the hooded woman questioned, a massive surge of mana was felt.

    Walter's reaction, moving away immediately, was almost simultaneous.

    Boom-!

    The man's magic surged towards Walter's location, smashing the surrounding area with a dark blue force.

    "Krrhk!"

    Having barely avoided it, Walter rolled and stood up.

    Without looking back, he started to run.

    The previous attack...

    'The sword's mana had condensed.'

    A skillful adversary capable of compressing mana and forming it sharply like glass.

    The smoother and more transparent the mana clinging to the sword, the stronger it becomes.

    The magic on the sword swept clean around where Walter had stood just moments ago.

    This was not an enemy Walter could handle with his skills.

    "I'll handle him; you focus on your work."

    "Okay! I'll work!"

    Recognizing the chaser on his tail, Walter altered his direction.

    Now was not the time to think about the kidnapped victims.

    Surviving this ordeal to inform the temple was his only focus.

    He sprinted toward the closest edge of the barrier.

    Fortunately, with the passes in hand, there were no issues breaking through the barrier.

    However, the gap between him and the pursuer was shrinking.

    Continuously drawing near from the left was yet another presence.

    "Damn!"

    Despite the darkness, the chances of it being an enemy were high.

    There weren't likely any others wishing to target him here.

    Walter unsheathed his sword, aware he couldn't avoid a fight.

    His focus turned to the presence approaching from the side.

    They were closing in faster than those from behind.

    Walter intended to launch a preemptive strike against the new pursuer.

    As he prepared his attack, a red butterfly flitted in the bushes.

    'Red...?'

    Not blue, but red?

    'That means...'

    Without fail, the familiar symbol floated above the person emerging from the shadowed trees.

    The face of the rapidly approaching figure was one Walter knew well.

    "Uh...?"

    Just as Walter uttered the faintest sound, the person he hadn't seen for months murmured softly.

    "Duck."

    The voice, a lingering memory, had visited him from time to time.

    Walter dropped flat to the ground without a second thought.

    Swish-!

    A black object sliced through the darkness just above his head.

    * * *

    The moment I spotted Walter, I gave Rice Cake my orders.

    - Follow him as discreetly and from as far a distance as possible.

    Rice Cake abandoned visual tracking, relying instead on Walter's scent.

    During this unplanned pursuit, countless thoughts ran through my mind.

    If that fool, after being cast out from the Bennett family, was involved in something unsavory...

    Or perhaps if, harboring resentment, he colluded with the traitors...

    'Should I kill, or should I not?'

    Of course, it was a problem with an obvious answer.

    Had any of my worst assumptions been true, there would have been no reason to spare Walter.

    'Rationally, that's correct.'

    Yet I felt relief realizing Walter wasn't significantly tied to the events around Santorna.

    This differed from the cold, calculated logic I applied when dealing with Mayak.

    It seemed I still clung to the ties I made in Bihar.

    'A machine without feelings might be better.'

    Understanding that effort and results don't always align didn't curb my complex feelings.

    Throughout this, Walter discovered the barrier.

    What I witnessed through Rice Cake during Walter's infiltration was a complete mess.

    Standing idle for over ten minutes because of a blocked trail, unaware of an approaching wagon.

    Moving without understanding the internal structure or the scale of the guards.

    Hastily grabbing the pass without considering leaving a trace.

    Fixating on avoiding detection, losing his sense of direction entirely.

    It was precariously reckless from start to finish.

    Luckily, Walter had a fair share of fortune.

    It allowed me, positioned in the back, to notice that the passes were in the wagons.

    Through Rice Cake, I alerted him to the presence of the wagon.

    'Lucky, indeed.'

    Without that, Walter wouldn't have penetrated the barrier and would've been discovered.

    Though that fortune eventually ran dry, leaving him pursued.

    Bam-!

    The pursuer, trailing Walter closely, deflected the spear I had thrown.

    Damned system
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    In the brief moment that Walter rolled forward, he leapt towards me.

    While he was rising to his feet, I aimed Kerak's spear at the pursuer.

    The man with red hair, clearly visible even in the darkness, twisted his shoulder to avoid the spear blade.

    Not only that, he swiftly dodged to the inside along the spear shaft.

    It was a quick response.

    'Definitely can't be compared to the players,' I thought to myself.

    Without panicking, I created a pit at his feet with earth magic.

    Squeal.

    The pursuer, frowning, hurriedly took a half step forward.

    Meanwhile, I swatted his shoulder with the spear shaft.

    Unfortunately, he twisted his upper body just as I swung my arm, barely avoiding a successful hit.

    I countered by delivering a knee kick to the opponent who was twirling like a snake around the spear shaft to close in.

    A sword cloaked in dark blue mana swooped down to sever my leg.

    Fwoosh-!

    "Ugh!"

    The flames wrapped around my leg thwarted his attack, pushing him back.

    Seizing the moment of his retreat, I unleashed a rarely-used flame-type magic.

    'Fire Pillar.'

    When hunting in a corrupted area, I typically used flame storms or hellfire.

    'This magic targets too small an area, though.'

    Fire Pillar is a magic that focuses damage on a small area, making it inefficient for sweeping away creatures with low resistance.

    'But it does have its advantages.'

    Unlike wide-area magics, which require at least two seconds, it can be cast in an instant.

    The execution speed is almost parallel to materializing mana; a complete magic can be launched in the blink of an eye.

    Naturally, a fully cast magic is more potent than mere mana.

    Before the redhead had the chance to evade after sensing the mana.

    A pillar of fire erupted in the exact spot where he stood.

    The stench of burning flesh mixed with the smell of burning fabric.

    He tried to shield himself with mana, but...

    The redhead's leg suffered severe burns, his skin melted away immensely.

    'Not at the dominance level, I guess.'

    This confirmed for me that he possessed a mana control stage similar to mine.

    The injured redhead retreated rather than advancing for another strike.

    "You dodged my sword and used magic as well?"

    He muttered in a calm voice, scanning me from head to toe.

    Immediately, the corners of his mouth stretched wide, reaching his cheekbones, as they twisted upwards.

    "This isn't fair at all."

    A sticky, murderous aura scraped across my skin.

    Gulp.

    Somehow, I could hear Walter swallowing behind me, standing with his sword at the ready, prepared to thrust.

    I glanced at Walter, then refocused on the redhead.

    His mouth seemed as though it was forcibly torn.

    The edges extended to the cheekbones, leading me to question whether the guy was really human.

    I then looked at his sword.

    'Dark blue...'

    Originally, the mana of Biharin was a clear and transparent blue.

    While that of players was red.

    However, once chaos levels exceed 50%, it gradually darkens.

    Approaching a black hue.

    Like the dark blue mana he wielded.

    The implications of the current situation were clear.

    'Is he dabbling in black magic?'

    Typically, those who crave greater power, or those unable to attune to attribute mana, are the ones who engage with black magic.

    There are various reasons, but they share a common thread.

    'Inferiority complex.'

    Using mana as a benchmark, dividing people is more intense among the Biharins than among players.

    'It's not for nothing that knights are disregarded by the mages.'

    The belief that mages are noble while knights, unable to become mages, are failures was prevalent enough.

    A world where a 2nd-grade attribute mage could slaughter dozens of knights.

    'There are exceptions like Gretman, but...'

    It's a realm permitted only for a few strong individuals.

    Such a backdrop led to the development of black magic, which steals others' mana, constantly persecuted by the Order.

    Those dabbling in black magic often aligned with the enemy, becoming part of the defectors.

    'While relations with mages from the Magic Tower aren't good...'

    What had transpired once they crossed enemy lines, who knew?

    'The Order and the Magic Tower, it's making me sick, honestly.'

    Observing the history of Bihar made them seem like they were doing their utmost to ruin things.

    Even now, the corruption and discrimination persist, and those left in Bihar are cluelessly leading these trends.

    'If the ones left in Bihar were all like that, it wouldn't have been this overwhelming.'

    Almost immediately as I swallowed a habitual sigh, the redhead kicked off the ground.

    Yet just before he moved, the flame storm I cast swept through.

    The fire encompassing the area was perfect for incinerating non-attributed knights.

    "Do you think I'll fall for such petty magic?"

    However, a slightly different result emerged.

    The redhead emitted black wisps from his body, cutting through the flame storm.

    Had I been a regular mage, switching to close combat would have left me defenseless.

    Moving one's body was thought of as lowly among mages.

    'But being an outsider, I can...'

    I could boldly do what traditional mages would never.

    Crackle-!

    I countered with a spear enveloped in attribute mana.

    The moment the lightning-clad spear collided with a sword enshrouded in dark blue mana, the air trembled.

    Boom.

    The forest resonated with the impact, scattering leaves violently.

    Birds resting somewhere, panicked, fled into the sky.

    The ground cracked; trees touched by flames illuminated the surroundings.

    Yet, no additional impact was felt on the redhead.

    The reason was clear.

    'The firepower is halved upon touching that dark blue mana.'

    Though the principles eluded me, the pure force of attribute mana was subdued before the dark mana.

    It felt like the mana was being devoured.

    Considering that black magic is based on absorb, it wasn't unusual.

    'In that case...'

    Dragging it out might not be favorable to me.

    Perhaps I should strike, avoiding the dark wisps.

    'He's also cloaking his body with it.'

    The redhead was continuously releasing the dark wisps from his body.

    While seeking an effective strike method, the clash between us continued unabated.

    Despite staying firm, the redhead loaded more dark force into his sword.

    His gaze, fixed on me, grew more menacing.

    "Do you think your power will last forever?!"

    What he uttered was akin to bitterness veiled with hatred.

    At his retort, I grimaced and used acceleration.

    An attack delivered with that brief lead time amidst our clash.

    It often hit the opponent's weak spot, landing a decisive blow.

    This time, too, it worked.

    With acceleration, I successfully smacked the redhead with the spear shaft.

    Snap.

    Though he defended with the sword, the strength disparity flung him backward.

    In the brief interval that opened up, I drove the spear into the ground and released attribute mana outward.

    Right at the moment when the airborne redhead landed with a thud.

    「Mana Manipulation is attempting to evolve into Mana Domination!」

    Without delay, the ground shattered into countless rifts, from which blisteringly hot lightning sprang.

    "Aagh!"

    Whether fortunate or unfortunate.

    'The dark wisps don't seem to emanate from near his feet.'

    A habitual lapse or a mistake, whatever it was, did not matter.

    The lightning erupting from every patch of ground he stood on hit home.

    Moving like serpents, the bolts quickly incinerated the man.

    'Is mana unaffected when not contacting the wisps?'

    Watching someone burn to death was far from beautiful.

    After a short while, I glanced down at the charred remains of the redhead enveloped in ash.

    A message indicating mana had been absorbed appeared.

    To ensure it was over, I decapitated the redhead's corpse.

    'Not a bad effect.'

    What I just used was a lightning-infused version of hellfire's mana array.

    'Not a formal magic.'

    The shift in attribute type caused instability in the mana array.

    Hence, it wasn't recognized as an official magic in-game.

    Simply embedding lightning attributes into hellfire's array wouldn't even allow execution.

    But in the mana domination phase, where mana responds entirely to one's will.

    Imitating a similar form to hellfire is achievable.

    'Studying and dismantling mana arrays continues to pay off.'

    Finishing off with a coup de grâce, I turned away from the redhead's body.

    I briefly addressed Walter, who stood rigidly to the side.

    "The pass."

    "Oh, uh, yes!"

    Perhaps overwhelmed by the sudden encounter?

    Walter clumsily handed over the pass from his garment.

    With it in hand, I turned to ask, "Follow me."

    That fellow was discovered sooner than expected, quickening the urgency.

    It was time to hurry.

    The moment I finished speaking, I darted forward, followed shortly by Walter trailing behind.

    Upon arriving near the barrier, Kim Yul and Yang Taeho emerged from the shadows.

    "Might as well have just announced our presence, that flame was so conspicuously bright."

    Kim Yul began grumbling, displaying evident dissatisfaction.

    From the moment Walter was spotted, the opposition was likely already aware of the assault.

    Deeming it better to end things swiftly rather than dilly-dally.

    'My spear technique wavered a bit without magic.'

    Thus, I invoked magic without reservations.

    Kim Yul seemed dissatisfied with that.

    However, it wasn't the time to comfort him.

    We had to act before whoever inside claimed the divinity and fled.

    Handing a pass to Yang Taeho, I pointed at Walter.

    "Hyung, take him with you. Head straight to where the sacrifices are. Considering the numbers, make full use of the carriages."

    "Rest assured."

    I wasn't quite certain about what they were gathering people as sacrifices for.

    'Given they referred to them as sacrifices, disrupting their plan if they were removed seems likely.'

    In which case, spiriting them away serves my benefit. That's all there is to it.

    Yang Taeho specialized in mana for protection and defense.

    Among us three, he was best suited for this task.

    "Huh, so, um... K, what exactly is this all...?"

    Instead of answering Walter, who asked from behind, I tugged the grumbling Kim Yul.

    "You too, stop grumbling and come here."

    We then made our way into the barrier.

    Explaining everything to Walter was Yang Taeho's responsibility.

    While those two were busy extracting sacrifices, we'd distract.

    'To prevent any mishap, eliminate the mage first.'

    Against the Biharin, mages were the most troublesome adversaries.

    Unlike monsters, whose magic is generally predictable and limited, trained mages can do anything.

    It was uncertain how many mana tools they possessed.

    A mage encountered for the first time was truly an enigmatic foe, with unknown cards to play.

    I dashed straight towards the pit where Rice Cake, the supposed protector, was.

    Inside the barrier, mountain creatures roamed occasionally, so interest in the dusty Rice Cake was sparse.

    'They must have thought it was a common creature.'

    A stroke of a good fortune.

    At the same time, Rice Cake reconnected the visual feed, showing the emerging monsters from the pit.

    'Black magic reaching this point... and monsters too...'

    Temoria's barrier not only prevents the creation of a messeo but also bars monsters from entering.

    Yet, there a monster was, inside this barrier.

    This situation meant two possibilities.

    A mole in Temoria was allowing the defectors through, or...

    'The monsters breached the barrier on their own.'

    I leaned towards the latter, recalling a conversation for good reason.

    "A sacrificial offering to break the Wall of Patience."

    The talk about the fairy race capable of breaking the wall circled my thoughts.

    'This is insane.'

    I had already reported black magic to the Order's website.

    Forces were surely being mobilized in haste.

    'They'll see this disaster unfold.'

    Before I could quell the mounting frustration, bestial roars reverberated from the front.

    Thump, thump-thump, animalistic signals indicated the monsters were on the move.

    A message popped.

    Damned System
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    "First, you hide. Remember, the top priority is the mage."

    "Yes."

    Kim Yul, who was running alongside me, quickly disappeared into the shadows.

    Meanwhile, I deliberately unleashed a more flamboyant burst of flames, drawing the creatures' attention to myself.

    When the destination finally began to appear.

    「The Trait Inheritance Candidate has been activated.」

    "There is divinity within a 100M radius that can be absorbed."

    This time, the message used the word 'absorb' rather than 'seize.'

    'Is it because I am a candidate to succeed Palao's divinity?'

    Judging by the word choice alone, it implied that divinity from another god would need to be seized, as opposed to merely receiving it.

    'Although faint, I can sense divinity.'

    Believing that a fragment of Palao's divinity was truly here, I pressed on more determinedly with each monster I felled.

    As black blood spattered and I arrived at the destination - the pit - I tossed a token towards a cluster of bushes, murmuring.

    "Hide far away, I'll call you when it's over."

    "Woof!"

    Rice Cake, who had been relaying information about the structure and size of the guarding troops while weaving around the barriers, ran off with the token clutched in her mouth.

    It's too early for that fellow to participate in battle.

    Thus, it's better to have her evacuate to a safe distance during combat.

    After Rice Cake disappeared, I started surrounding the area with flames.

    Kim Yul, hidden in the shadows, sent me a message, sounding like he was grimacing.

    However, Kim Yul's mana was sufficient to endure the firestorm or hellfire.

    He had already been adapted through numerous trainings.

    As I unleashed enough firepower to turn the vicinity red, a desperate voice reached me.

    "I don't want to die!"

    Someone I had seen through Rice Cake's view, standing next to the person with red hair, was the mage.

    He was spewing out black haze, recklessly pushing back the flames.

    While crouching on the floor, he fidgeted with something.

    'I don't know what he's trying to do, but...'

    I couldn't just leave him be.

    Without a second thought, I hurled a spear.

    Thunk, thud-thud.

    Startled by the spears planting into the ground consecutively, the guy fell backward, landing on his backside.

    "Ugh, ah!"

    Did his concentration break because of that?

    The black haze surrounding the mage evaporated.

    "Spare me, please spare me!"

    As a result, flames engulfed him.

    The mage screamed for mercy, flailing his arms and legs.

    In that moment, Kim Yul emerged from the shadows, creeping up from behind the mage.

    It was remarkably easy for Kim Yul's well-honed dagger to sever the mage's throat.

    Subsequently, the barrier encircling the forest wavered significantly.

    The barrier's structure and formation depend on the caster being alive, so the mana supply was cut when the caster fell.

    'It should crumble within a couple of hours.'

    As I turned my gaze away from the barrier, Kim Yul muttered.

    "Uh... it's over?"

    He seemed taken aback by how easily it all ended.

    Though I didn't show it, I was somewhat in the same boat as Kim Yul.

    It ended even easier than when I was confronting the red-haired one.

    But it was hard to believe anything else could be up since a mana absorption message appeared.

    The increment in chaos level was more substantial than with usual monsters' mana.

    Absorption also signified the demise of the opponent.

    Expecting anything more to happen in this situation seemed farfetched.

    'Taeho hyung also managed to slip away smoothly.'

    I was sure of it because I received a report through the chat window.

    In conclusion, it seemed the urgent matters had settled.

    But why did I feel so uneasy?

    'Have I overlooked something?'

    With a frown, I advanced toward the black mage's corpse.

    I quickly scanned the surroundings with a detection magic, but nothing particularly caught my attention.

    While briefly scanning around due to an unexplained unease, Kim Yul, who was scratching his cheek, suddenly exclaimed.

    "Ah, there were piled-up bodies over there, should we search?"

    "... Yeah, I'll go down."

    Though the unease was significant, reclaiming the divinity came first.

    That was the reason I came here, so it had to take precedence.

    "If communication is lost again, move according to the pre-determined manual."

    "Yes."

    Confirming Kim Yul's response, I leapt into the pit below.

    As my body floated gently, my descent slowed.

    Eventually, I found myself unable to descend further, hovering mid-air.

    To be precise, it felt like standing on something invisible, like a glass platform in a high-rise building.

    Standing there, I fixed my gaze downward, spotting a genuinely tiny, very small golden light.

    It was undoubtedly a fragment of Palao's divinity.

    'It must be what those guys tried to break earlier.'

    It most probably served a purpose similar to barriers or wards, hindering outsiders from approaching it.

    Without bypassing this, it seemed impossible to retrieve the divine fragment.

    But I wasn't overly worried.

    「A hidden mission is discovered.」

    「The Trait Inheritance Candidate is detected.」

    「The entry conditions are met.」

    「Entering the hidden mission.」

    Upon confirming the slightly delayed message, I soon plummeted down again.

    I pierced through the barrier I had been standing on.

    'Is this why legitimacy is emphasized?'

    Those trying to break it earlier were essentially raiders.

    Shamelessly attempting to steal Palao's divinity without her permission or intent.

    On the other hand, I was presumably a candidate chosen by Palao for succession.

    That adequately justified why I could approach the divinity, and my assumption proved correct.

    The Trait Inheritance Candidate's attribute will continually serve as a free entry pass before Palao's divinity.

    Upon landing on the ground, a small golden glass fragment rested inconspicuously.

    The moment I picked it up, a simple system window popped up.

    「Do you want to absorb the divinity? (Y/N)」

    There was no hesitation regarding Palao's divinity.

    Choosing 'Yes', I promptly absorbed the divinity.

    Though the count of absorbed divinity displayed in the mission increased to five this time as well, there was no ensuing trial.

    'It's even smaller than the one absorbed at the altar.'

    Do the presence or absence of trials hinge on the size of the divinity?

    Repeating the unsolved question over and over, I brushed the area near my heart, where the divinity anchored.

    -... Ah?!

    It was like hearing someone scream behind me.

    Urgently, with a swoosh, I turned my body to ascertain what was behind.

    Yet, nothing but earth and stones lay there.

    "Again...."

    This phenomenon wasn't my first.

    I experienced something similar while absorbing new divinity at Agnotia's altar.

    Since dealing with immediate threats took precedence, I couldn't spare much focus on it.

    During the first trial's conclusion, too, there was a feeling of seeing or hearing something.

    But recalling any of it eluded me.

    'Now isn't much different.'

    Someone definitely spoke; it felt like I heard it, but I couldn't recall the exact moment.

    Letting out a brief sigh, I resolved to exit the pit.

    Emerging outside, the barrier was still in the process of crumbling.

    Thankfully, time didn't seem to flow differently as it did during the trials.

    "Is it over?"

    "For now. The search?"

    "Nothing appeared from the mage's body, but here's what we found from other bodies."

    Tap-tap, Kim Yul directed my gaze to his feet.

    "That insignia looks familiar, doesn't it?"

    He indicated a crest adorned clock and some swords from the pile of bodies, matching that of the Count Protoram.

    Crouching to examine them keenly, I wondered if the corpses Kim Yul found really belonged to Reitan's subordinates.

    'To think such individuals are lying dead here...'

    Is there no guarantee that this isn't fabricated evidence?

    What reason would there be to leave the bodies around?

    'Tracking these connections with manpower has limits.'

    Given the current suspicious state of affairs, traveling blindly without knowing the extent of involvement seems unwise.

    Ultimately, I acknowledged it was time to use one of the opportunities I had been reserving.

    "Kim Yul."

    "Yeah?"

    "I might need to use your authority."

    At the abrupt mention, Kim Yul's eyes widened.

    And then, a torrent of words escaped his lips, excitedly revealing his anticipation.

    "I've been waiting for you to say that, neck stretched long! Finally, I get to use authority!!"

    I had instructed Yang Taeho and Kim Yul to refrain from using authority.

    'Especially Taeho hyung.'

    He belonged to Temoria.

    'The authority of Patience is among the best defenses in Bihar.'

    It's akin to a last lifeline.

    'So conserving it is only prudent.'

    Kim Yul's authority from Finelpenia also holds substantial utility.

    An excellent means to unravel notable individuals.

    Hence, I often consider employing it for probing figures like Galon, Reitan, or the radical factions in Agnotia.

    'It was largely within self-discoverable bounds.'

    The mercenaries gathered through Rodriol provided a robust intelligence network.

    Moreover, ample information was obtainable from the Order.

    Thus, it remained unreleased until now.

    At this juncture, Kim Yul still possessed three usage rights of Finelpenia's authority.

    Back then, depleting the time-engaged resources infiltrated through the trait was actively utilized to enhance proficiency, but authority usage remained untouched.

    "After this task, I'm returning home first. I've got to capture some candid shots. And right now, I'm in a pink mood, aren't I? I could snag a life shot! Let me record some videos along the way. Once the game gets known, I might reactivate my social media to post them."

    Kim Yul indeed displayed curiosity towards the authority.

    Special power, limited to a few ranked highly in the main scenario.

    'Sufficient to ignite curiosity.'

    So while I understood his elation, seeing him so excited was understandable.

    But...

    Interrupting his rummaging for three pieces of paper from his inventory, I sneakily cast a sideways glance and spoke.

    "Not you, me."

    "Huh?"

    "... I need to use your authority."

    His lively demeanor abruptly halted, nearly freezing in place.

    'Sorry to douse your excitement.'

    Going through him and getting the information relayed to me wouldn't be as precise as viewing it myself.

    By now, even my party members were aware of my capability to wield all seven kinds of authority.

    I prompted Kim Yul once more.

    "... I gave you a dagger."

    Then asked him to lend his authority, subtly referencing a past favor.

    Startled, Kim Yul yelled.

    "No, ah, why is this so... ugh, argh! It's unfair!"

    I was aware of behaving unfairly.

    The authority Kim Yul held was a result of his own efforts.

    Justifying borrowing it for my necessity seemed whimsical at best.

    Yet, focusing on efficiency and accuracy left no room for argument.

    Unable to voice it, I remained silent as though struck mute.

    At that moment, with a snort, Kim Yul extended his hand confidently.

    Clenching his teeth, he mumbled while glaring at me.

    "Since I've got something to gain from it, I'll endure it this time."

    It seemed to suggest he was tolerating because he had something to gain.

    I had contemplated negotiations had he stubbornly refused, but...

    Contrary to expectation, Kim Yul handed over the authority quite willingly.

    "Just this once! Next time, I'm using it! I'm yielding just because you're hyung!"

    On second thought, it wasn't an entirely willing gesture.

    "Wow, how did I end up with a leader like this?"

    He grumbled loudly, as if wanting me to hear.

    It seemed he forgot he was the one eager to join my party.

    Though a bit exasperating, I appreciated his compliance when needed.

    "Where on earth can you find a party member as good as me? Don't you feel like you should treat me better? Want to pamper me a bit? If so, take good care of me in the future!"

    His consistent protesting made him seem to reflect his age perfectly.

    Amused, I ruffled Kim Yul's hair and accepted the access to the authority.

    Finelpenia's authority would now allow me to peruse the remaining 'records' on this site.

    Just as I was about to rip up the permit.

    Crack.

    Ahead of me, something shattered near my feet, slightly a step ahead.

    Concurrent with revealing mana that had never existed within the exploration magic this far.

    'Messeo...?'

    It was unmistakably the mana surging from the place where the mage's corpse lay—draining through a portal established in the messeo.
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    'With a scale that large, it must be a 6-star.'

    I quickly aimed my spear at the mage's corpse.

    'It's in the abdomen.'

    Kim Yul had mentioned that there was nothing on the mage's corpse.

    'What if it was placed inside the stomach?'

    It wouldn't be surprising if it turned out to be true.

    Who is to say these bastards wouldn't do what I have done before?

    The reason didn't particularly matter right now.

    The more pressing question was how the mage managed to bring the heavy messeo all the way here.

    Why was the messeo, which I hadn't sensed until now, suddenly detectable?

    These questions could all be pondered later.

    Knowing another name for messeo, destroying it had to be my first priority.

    However, I didn't manage to bring down the spear I had raised.

    Before I could do anything, the flow of mana scattered and dissipated.

    "Woah......whoa, whoa, whoa!"

    Soon after, everything around the area began to be sucked into where the mana vanished.

    It seemed I was a step too late.

    "Damn it......"

    Only after everything unfolded before my eyes could I realize what I had missed.

    'There's no way they would carry the messeo openly.'

    Within the wall of Temoria, there were numerous knights.

    They, too, deal with mana fundamentally, so they would surely notice if messeo was present.

    'If they aren't insane enough to want to be discovered, they'd mask the messeo's presence.'

    Yet, I naively brushed it off just because it didn't show up on the exploration magic.

    'No.'

    I just didn't think it through because I was blinded by divinity.

    I gritted my teeth as I fixed my eyes on the phenomenon before me.

    The mage's body had already disappeared.

    The grass and earth where the body once lay had gone with it.

    A pitch-black hole took their place.

    A black hole, fundamentally different from the darkness of the night sky, seemed to devour everything around it.

    'The diameter is only about 3 to 4 meters at most.'

    But I was certain that this not-so-large hole was more dangerous than anything I had encountered before.

    'Is this their way to break down the walls of Temoria.......'

    Would things have been different if I had been a bit more attentive?

    If I had run a little faster, could I have prevented it from forming?

    'No, there's no use regretting it now.'

    The incident had already occurred.

    The feelings I experienced were complex.

    The present moment was tragic, yet there was an odd sense of relief mixed with the frustration.

    I no longer had to fear that the secret I held alone would be uncovered.

    'The holy knights from the Order who heard rumors of black magic are on their way.'

    Soon, everyone would know what I knew—that the walls of Temoria could fall.

    Of course, the relief came with a pang of devastation.

    Santorna was located within the walls, far from the frontline.

    How could a hole have opened up so blatantly like this?

    'Who knows if the same hole won't appear in Gemal?'

    The monsters could wipe out the Demis at any moment.

    For some reason, they are holding back rather than striking.

    Realizing once again that the outcome of the war was likely predetermined, I couldn't help but be disheartened.

    'I don't know how to close that hole.'

    With the Damned System absent, I couldn't rely on the benefits of capitalist traits for help.

    'It means I have to fend off whatever comes out of that hole for a while.'

    Should I retreat beyond the barrier?

    'No.'

    It didn't seem like a good option.

    The mage was already dead, and the barrier was collapsing.

    If I made a wrong move, I might have to take on a horde of monsters emerging from the hole all at once.

    Better to block that hole, which might as well be another entrance.

    I just needed to hold out until the holy knights from the Order arrived.

    'I can cover pretty much up to a general rank without too much trouble.'

    So please, let nothing beyond that show up.

    Before I could even finish the thought, something sliced through from within the hole.

    Sharp claws and stiff fur-covered arms emerged, ready to strike.

    As more parts followed the first, I attempted to strike first.

    Cutting off one arm was bound to give an advantage in battle.

    But I didn't manage to follow through.

    The sight before me made me lose all the strength in my hand.

    Both Kim Yul and I found ourselves staring at the creature's head, unable to look away.

    "Grrr......"

    The sight of nine stars, signifying an evolved species' level, greeted us.

    'Goddammit.'

    Killing two underlings and seeing a nemesis-rank monster emerge—what kind of balance is this?

    'No wonder, things had been going well recently.'

    Even as I ground my teeth, I asked Kim Yul, "The Shadow Box?"

    Kim Yul, swallowing hard, replied, "It's a one-time-use item. It probably can barely last a minute."

    I realized using the spatial magic I exchanged with Persona to create an environment for a surprise attack might help.

    "Why did the hole open so soon..."

    The nemesis-rank, having fully emerged from the hole, muttered on its own.

    "Is this your doing?"

    The eerie perfection of its language left a chill running down my spine.

    But that wasn't all.

    Something about the creature's overall appearance seemed familiar.

    Its feet were beast-like, with human-like hands.

    Add black, stiff fur, sinister claws and teeth.

    The protruding snout and fox-like pointed ears.

    Four long, downward-pointing fangs.

    'Was it the Valpo?'

    A creature accurately listed in Bihari's bestiary, much like the Volpo.

    The only differences from the bestiary illustration were a couple of raised horns on its forehead and about ten glaring red eyes.

    'Why now......?'

    If my memory served, valpo was a monster I encountered in my Promotion Test and first Level 2 mission.

    'Bipeds that walk like foxes.'

    It was larger, with much more mana than before, but the overall features were about the same.

    Most likely, the creature evolved and evolved until it became a nemesis-rank.

    Realizing that caused my cheek to involuntarily twitch.

    'It's like meeting an old enemy unexpectedly.'

    That the first 9-star nemesis-rank I ran into was the very one I fought claw and nail during the Promotion Test?

    'Is this foretelling I'll end up horribly injured this time?'

    My mouth ran dry.

    Since achieving Silver rank then Gold rank, the frequency of injuries had noticeably decreased.

    I always prioritized safety when going on hunts, avoiding unnecessary risks.

    But this time......

    "Grrr... you, imbued with authority. Have you seized it?"

    The creature locked eyes with me and flashed a grin that split its face.

    "If you're not going to answer, I'll have to take you in."

    Before I could process, it swung its hand with no warning.

    I didn't register its movements.

    Typically, moving a hand involves shifting one's shoulder or waist.

    But the creature showed no preliminary motions.

    Even as it moved, with a hand poised to strike my nose, I couldn't move.

    Although I managed to instinctively block with my spear—pure luck—defense was futile.

    "Ugh!"

    The spear I held was shoved aside.

    I was struck by the creature's hand that followed.

    The sharp claws brushed against my shoulder, tearing the skin.

    「You have been infected by #@&|**. The pathogen begins to proliferate.」

    「Quickly purify the pathogen.」

    「Warning!」

    Failure to purify #@&|** will result in forced termination.

    Time limit: 00:15:00

    From the moment I got hit, I knew it.

    'I can't win with my current power.'

    It was like facing a 2-ton truck barreling towards me at full speed as a human.

    Such an overwhelming gap, nearly unknown since obtaining a Player's body.

    'Facing this head-on would mean death.'

    Confronted with an undeniable conclusion, I was hurled into the air and hit the ground with the force of a projectile.

    Crack-!

    I toppled trees and earth as I was flung away.

    The force was so incredible that my body slammed deep into the ground.

    Cough.

    I spat blood as I bellowed without hesitation.

    "Run!"

    The nemesis-rank's focus was entirely on me, drawn to the divine aura surrounding me.

    Thanks to this, Kim Yul, who was frozen pale witnessing my harsh landing, got a chance to flee.

    Swiftly hiding in the shadows, he sent a desperate message.

    - Kj : ㅇㅡ류요

    - Kj : Are you okay?

    But I didn't have the luxury to answer.

    The aftermath of hitting the ground left me reeling.

    My wrist felt shattered, the hand clutching the spear was in tatters.

    My vision was unstable, unfocused.

    Though Kim Yul's commotion led to Yang Taeho, who was absent, joining the chatter, providing his support.

    I couldn't spare a moment to read them; focused solely on aligning my broken bones.

    After drinking a potion, I forced my blurred vision to clear.

    Just as I was typing to urge retreat and survival.

    Step by step.

    Footsteps were drawing near.

    Shivers crawled along my spine.

    I needed to escape.

    Escape was the only choice left.

    I needed to deploy every available card to do so.

    I pushed myself from the dirt where I had half-buried myself, ground beneath my hands.

    Karlos's authority was exhausted creating new limbs.

    'I have to escape under my own power.'

    Juggling around with spatial distortion can create an opening.

    With that in mind, as I hastily began purification.

    Beside the area where I was partly embedded, something stirred within the underbrush.

    Odd, how my vision returned in that moment; maybe a cruel twist of fate.

    Had my vision remained unclear, perhaps it wouldn't be inescapably vivid.

    Thus, I couldn't ignore what I saw—the small feet visible through the brush.

    It trembled violently as if experiencing severe convulsions.

    It was without a doubt a person's foot.

    If the owner of those feet had been one of the mercenaries or thugs working with the black magic group.

    Had they been, I would've felt no hesitation in letting them meet their end.

    But I knew damn well they weren't.

    The feet were scrawny; with dirty, calloused surfaces, their condition painful to imagine.

    Moreover, they were too small. About the size of my palm.

    I forced my stiff neck to turn with a creak and met the eyes of a woman beyond the brush.

    She was biting her lips hard enough to draw blood.

    Her hold masked the sound of her breathing, stifling the whimpers of the child clutching her.

    Their ragged appearances made it clear they were victims, caught up against their will.

    The moment I saw them, everything felt as if suspended in time.

    'Why......?'

    Yang Taeho and Walter made sure everyone was evacuated beyond the barrier.

    At that moment, a voice snapped me out of my daze.

    "Stronger than expected, grrk."

    The nemesis-rank had crept up close by then.

    Almost immediately, mana began to roil, signaling something dangerous.

    A chilling, watery scent swept through, bringing an abrupt drop in temperature.

    Frost fell upon the grass and ground near the nemesis-rank's feet.

    Deep ice mastery, leaning towards cold.

    Judging by the intensity of the aroma, it seemed to be a 4th-grade level—but.

    'The affinity isn't good.'

    Of all the 4th-grade magic, I had no counters.

    Fire, comparatively, wields less defensive power against water.

    Unless it was 5th-grade lightning magic, it would be tough to significantly harm this nemesis-rank.

    The bite of regret clenched my teeth the moment the magic took form.

    Around a hundred ice spears filled the empty space densely.

    If only I could think it through beyond just—
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    I instinctively leaped to my feet, pushing off the ground.

    Simultaneously, I unleashed attribute mana towards the front, arranging the array.

    There was no room for calm judgment.

    Everything was different from usual when I sought maximum efficiency with limited mana.

    So I resorted to the best defense I could instinctively think of.

    The attribute mana drawn from outside the core began to converge in front of me, tangling like a web.

    It wasn't a perfect dome but a half-formed Lightning Prison, blocking only the front.

    An ice spear launched by the nemesis-rank evolved species collided with the Lightning Prison, causing a fierce explosion.

    "Grrk!"

    The ice spear exploded, emitting a massive cloud of steam.

    Its shards flew in all directions due to the impact.

    The small ice fragments either rebounded off my body or left minor cuts.

    However, some of the ice spears, by chance, slipped through the gaps in the lightning, maintaining their shape.

    Behind me were two civilians, completely powerless.

    If the ice created by magic touched them, they'd be shredded in an instant.

    Fortunately, deflecting the ice spear wasn't difficult.

    Unexpectedly, someone spoke to me amid the situation.

    - Why aren't you running away?

    It was Kerak, who usually remained silent to the point I questioned if he had become an ordinary spear.

    - Aren't you the type of human who moves based on profit and loss?

    Then why are you holding on in a situation where there's nothing to gain, instead of running?

    In response to Kerak's blatant question, I shouted back angrily.

    "Would I be standing here if I knew that?!"

    With the ice spear now deflected, my judgment began to return.

    I knew all too well how foolish my current actions were.

    These people would die when this world ends anyway.

    There's no reason to risk my safety to protect such people.

    Unlike when I decided to stage a kidnapping with Hamas Clan, there wasn't a single benefit to gain from this ordeal.

    'In the current situation, the best course is to move away from here immediately.'

    All was too clear in my mind, so why was I foolishly standing my ground?

    Questioning myself further was pointless.

    I had already missed the opportunity to escape.

    As I reflexively clenched my jaw shut, the nemesis-rank evolved species charged towards me.

    Its long, sharp claws were upon me in an instant.

    Luck was the sole reason I managed to dodge those claws so close to my face.

    My body instinctively reacted, startling itself at the sudden approach of the claws.

    Simply put, my legs gave out and my body plopped downward.

    As a result, the nemesis-rank's claws grazed overhead by mere hairs.

    In that brief moment, I thrust a spear enveloped in attribute mana diagonally.

    A sturdy ice shield materialized over the nemesis-rank's chest.

    At that very moment, a dagger flew from its flank.

    It was an artifact in Kim Yul's possession.

    A relic that targets and flies toward the designated enemy, no matter where it's thrown.

    As soon as the nemesis-rank deflected the dagger, Kim Yul emerged from the opposite side and slashed with a wind-cloaked dagger.

    Witnessing this, I urgently shouted out.

    "No!"

    One must not engage in close combat with an adversary with overwhelming physical strength.

    It should be intercepted from a distance, in an assured way.

    Yet, Kim Yul, fearlessly, attempted a close-range battle.

    And with a shorter weapon range than mine—a dagger.

    "Argh!"

    As a result, Kim Yul was kicked by the nemesis-rank without even looking back.

    He was flung backward, dropping the dagger he held, as if he were a piece of paper, like I was earlier.

    He crashed to the ground without moving. It looked like he passed out.

    I felt my blood run cold.

    I didn't know what was done to the nemesis-rank's claws, but as soon as I got wounded, a contamination message appeared.

    If the same happened to Kim Yul?

    'Fifteen minutes!'

    Within that time, he'd face forced termination if he didn't consume a potion or purify himself.

    Before I could fully assess the situation, the nemesis-rank evolved species moved again.

    An ice spear was launched in Kim Yul's direction.

    "Kim Yul!"

    In desperation, I yelled while moving a nearby fallen tree with Telekinesis magic.

    Fortunately, the tree that dropped from the air successfully altered the ice spear's trajectory.

    Of course, it was merely a temporary respite.

    Before the nemesis-rank could target Kim Yul once more, I drove the spear into the ground, pouring in attribute mana.

    「Mana Control evolves into Mana Domination!」

    A familiar, almost tiresome message appeared as the ground split.

    Lightning surged up from the ground, targeting the nemesis-rank, just like when I grabbed the red hair.

    Utilizing the opportunity, I sent Earth attribute mana flowing backward.

    "Aaaah!"

    "Eeeek!"

    Whether they were a couple, siblings, or strangers kidnapped and kept together—I couldn't tell the relationship between the two who screamed.

    The earth, curved at an angle, tossed the two people seated on the ground.

    I threw a High-Rank potion towards the two individuals thrown to the ground and shouted.

    "Feed it to that bastard!"

    "What? Huh?"

    With a bewildered retort, the formidable nemesis-rank stretched its hand toward me.

    I shouted repeatedly, using acceleration to evade its reach.

    "Feed it to the one with pink hair!"

    While bending my waist backward, I failed to finish my words.

    As the nemesis-rank's hand missed me and lodged into the ground, cracks spread like a disturbingly grotesque web.

    In continuation, the nemesis-rank's tongue shot out, trying to coil around me.

    I momentarily forgot these creatures have three tongues.

    I condensed attribute mana into my spear, severed the closest tongue—which emitted a burnt smell as it was sliced.

    And once more, toward me came its seizing clutches.

    Thanks to bending my upper body sharply, the nemesis-rank grasped not me but the tree standing behind me.

    Hearing the tree splinter with a cracking sound in its grip, I couldn't help but curse internally.

    'This lunatic!'

    All talk about enduring power and whatnot, it cornered me with intent to obliterate entirely.

    Moreover, it stopped using magic on me entirely.

    Recognizing my attribute as superior, it seemingly intended to determine the battle through physical combat.

    For someone physically disadvantaged like me, this was unwelcome news.

    'You must not be caught.'

    The strategy should lean heavily on long-range combat, relying on unmatched attribute mana hierarchies.

    'Think of it as dying if caught.'

    Once again, I rolled along the ground, further distancing myself from the fierce nemesis-rank.

    Only then did I notice the two other presences I had cast afar beginning to stir into motion.

    If they survive and Kim Yul perishes,

    I would regret today's choices for the rest of my life.

    Indeed, my regret for staying and missing an escape window surged—the shield Kim Yul would have used to escape without confronting this nemesis-rank, had I not blocked the way stubbornly.

    'Damn, damn!'

    I had always been extra vigilant to prevent party deaths, thus sensing Kim Yul's Mana Detection through magic had my nerves on edge.

    Thankfully, those Biharin I saved earlier were gropingly advancing Kim Yul's way.

    A sliver of hope lingered.

    So, while watching their progress, I lunged forward.

    Slipping right under the leg of the nemesis-rank who kicked in my direction.

    "You rat-like bastard!"

    The moment I attempted to rise from the ground, I sensed a splitting air above my head.

    Hastily crafting a barrier, I drove attribute mana into it.

    Boom!

    A deafening crash boomed over my head.

    Following a brief silence, the barrier shattered into smithereens.

    "Grrk!"

    Crack.

    Though it felt like something split, I wasn't sure.

    There was no time to concern myself with uncertainties.

    The recoil from the broken mana array made me cough up blood, but that was all.

    Using the brief moment before the barrier broke, I rose and distanced myself from the nemesis-rank.

    Feeling the turmoil within, I spat out the blood gathering in my mouth.

    Maintaining acceleration during all this allowed me to narrowly evade the approaching nemesis-rank's grasp.

    'The longest duration I held acceleration since becoming a Platinum rank was 10 minutes and 10 seconds.'

    Going beyond that, my body fails to maintain pace with acceleration movements.

    'In that window, I must undercut the nemesis-rank's mobility.'

    Killing it was an absurd dream I couldn't afford.

    The only course was to immobilize it long enough, escape with Kim Yul and the civilians.

    If only I could extend what might be a forced termination ticking time bomb on Kim Yul.

    'There's a chance.'

    Having devised a somewhat optimal plan for such a dire situation.

    "Grrrr...."

    The nemesis-rank abruptly ceased their relentless pursuit, opening its jaws wide.

    "Grawooarrr!"

    A roar that threatened to blow out the eardrums echoed.

    Sensing the surrounding mana ripple, I instinctively covered my upper body and head with my arms, dispersing attribute mana everywhere.

    There wasn't the luxury to implement a magic.

    Simultaneously, sharp icy spikes, akin to drills, saturated the atmosphere.

    They swirled violently.

    "Ahhhhhh!"

    Screams came from nearby.

    Most likely the woman and child headed towards where Kim Yul landed.

    Not knowing whether the nemesis-rank targeted them, to impede my movements—

    Exact intent remained unknown, fueling my frustration and grit.

    With the screams ceasing, two distinct mana signatures no longer moved.

    Moreover, one of the two began diminishing.

    Surely, they took a potion when moving toward where Kim Yul was flung.

    'If they lost consciousness....'

    They could very well perish without a chance to consume the potion.

    It wouldn't be an exaggeration after all.

    Even now, I'm far from unscathed.

    Pure mana pales compared to magic implemented with arrays.

    No matter the mana's rank, it couldn't withstand every icy spike.

    Vital spots like my chest I shielded with my arms.

    The remainder bore the brunt of hidden spikes.

    Even I, who had minimal defense with attribute mana, suffered this much.

    Those unable to resist likely faced impalement.

    Countless thoughts stormed through my mind.

    Neither Kim Yul, nor that poorly-dressed woman and child—

    Ultimately, if no one survives, why did I stay here?

    The impulsive involvement in an immediate threat unraveled miserably.

    I incessantly felt everything was utterly ruined by my doing.

    'Just like that day.'

    Dragging Ahel around, ignoring bounds and grievances, could've changed things?

    At each moment, I've undeniably done my best yet today added more regrets.

    Lost in thought amidst battle came a hefty price.

    I failed to spot the gigantic ice club crafted amid the blizzard—

    Never saw the attack from the nemesis-rank swinging it, no attempt to dodge.

    Resulted in an injury stretching from my left arm and shoulder to my ribs.

    No chance to stand from rolling pathetically.

    The nemesis-rank who succeeded with a critical hit relentlessly pursued.

    Misguided decisions bred catastrophic outcomes.

    Its rough clutch seized me.

    Crunch.

    "Uaagh!"

    With a single clutch, my shin snapped.

    Thud, thud.

    Seizing my leg, it slammed down with unyielding force, not allowing resistance.

    "Cough!"

    From my head poured streams of hot blood.

    Every attempt to breathe felt like inhaling not air but a rush of blood.

    Body felt beyond wrecked; broken to pieces.

    'Close-range is what I sought to avoid....'

    Predictable yet predictable results.

    "Hmm, finally quiet."

    Having incapacitated me in mere seconds, the nemesis-rank groaned, seemingly satisfied.

    Peeling away without turning back, still grasping my fractured leg.

    With each step dragging my body across the dirt.

    Heading towards where the mage's corpse lay.

    Precisely back into the hole it emerged from.

    'No.'

    I can't afford to follow submissively.

    No promise it won't kill me, having spared me this moment.

    Didn't Agnotia attempt to devour me to acquire divinity?

    If this nemesis-rank aims likewise for divinity—

    Only another sacrificial victim is all I'd be.

    And starkly unprepared for such worst-case scenarios this time.

    'I can't let it happen.'

    Does it expect me to comply meekly?

    Damned system.
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    I felt as though my consciousness could flicker out at any moment, but I gritted my teeth.

    'Don't give up.'

    No matter how deep the quagmire, climb out with determination.

    Only then can you see the end.

    'There's not enough mana to create the "Lightning Prison".'

    The same goes for "Flame Strike."

    Ultimately, there wasn't a single 5th-grade electric attribute magic I could use on the spot.

    But should I despair just because of that?

    'Think, find a way to escape this quagmire.'

    I forcibly held onto my consciousness, which was gradually fading, and focused my eyes.

    As if waiting for this moment, a familiar object came into view.

    Lying nonchalantly on the dirt floor was undoubtedly the Owl's Companion...

    It was the dagger I had given Kim Yul.

    The dagger that Kim Yul had dropped while the nemesis-rank evolved species dragged me along was lying there.

    I summoned strength into my arms hanging above my head.

    Although they didn't move well, the dagger was thankfully not too far away.

    Every time I was dragged along, I got closer to it.

    Thanks to this, I could grasp the Owl's Companion without significant movement.

    Three magics were stored in it since Kim Yul hadn't properly used it in battle before being knocked out.

    And among them, the magic most suitable for this situation, causing the least harm to me, was...

    'A 4th-grade earth-attribute root vine, realized with wooden attribute mana.'

    Upon casting the magic, over a dozen roots shot up from the ground.

    "Kuwaaaa!"

    The scene that unfolded before me wasn't very beautiful.

    Frankly speaking, it was rather gruesome.

    The vine, made of tree roots, writhed madly, encircling its target, inevitably making it gruesome.

    It vaguely resembled the tentacles seen in sci-fi movies.

    But just because it looked grotesque didn't make it a problem.

    I hadn't cast this magic for beautiful scenery.

    'Earth attribute, and wood attribute in particular, are strong against water.'

    The upper hand of mana types, like a game of rock-paper-scissors, exists for a reason.

    Look at the evidence.

    Ever since the 4th-grade mana, it was a 4th-grade magic, and yet the nemesis-rank evolved species couldn't easily break free.

    Inside, chunks of ice were causing a commotion, but that was all.

    Unlike the half-hearted "Lightning Prison" attempt earlier, this was a different result.

    The ice could pierce and slash the root vine, but eliminating it completely was impossible.

    'I've at least bought some time.'

    First, I cast a detection magic.

    Thankfully, Kim Yul's mana was still intact.

    Over by the woman and children, it seemed someone had died as only one mana signature remained.

    It wasn't the best outcome, but it wasn't the worst either.

    'I must reach them while someone is still alive.'

    I fumbled with the potion bottle I retrieved from my inventory.

    My bones were too broken; drinking a potion like this would surely cause problems later.

    'A potion is not a cure-all.'

    Whether I broke my bones again to attach them or found some other medical method...

    'It would pose various difficulties.'

    But this was no time to hesitate.

    'My vision is blurring too much.'

    I bled too much from my head.

    Even with a player's physique, I couldn't hold out much longer.

    I poured a potion over my head.

    Then, in need, I aligned the bones of my fingers and legs.

    "Gah, argh!"

    The pain was vivid, even though my body was battered and torn.

    Tears, saliva, and blood indistinguishably mixed and dripped onto the ground.

    I genuinely wanted to give up right there and then.

    That way, I wouldn't have to feel this pain anymore.

    Even when the thought of quitting surged up countless times, I drank the potion instead of lying down.

    But strangely, the effect was dull.

    I tried drinking two more bottles, but it felt as if it just leaked through a hole somewhere.

    Ultimately, I postponed my recovery and crawled toward Kim Yul and the civilians.

    'I need to move quickly and form a barrier.'

    While moving, I saw Kerak's spear I missed and used it as a staff to stand.

    "You persistent thing!"

    An unwelcome shadow loomed over my head.

    'Already!'

    The nemesis-rank evolved species had broken free of the root vine quicker than expected.

    I hurriedly cast a space-warping magic.

    But as soon as the nemesis-rank's hand touched me, the magic broke, and the impact rebounded on me.

    Once again, I heard something crack.

    This time, I distinctly felt it.

    Before even finding the cause, the nemesis-rank seized my head.

    And with a thud, slammed it into the ground.

    Had I not lost my grip on the dagger I was holding then, things might not have turned so dire.

    But my hands, used to the spear, reflexively gripped it tighter.

    Thanks to that, the dagger pathetically soared away.

    "Ghh..."

    Thud, thud!

    Every time I was hauled around, it felt as if my brain was rattling.

    There was no resisting the dizziness and nausea, forcing me to vomit blood again.

    The body, which had barely recovered to move, got wrecked again.

    After pounding my head into the ground multiple times like that...

    Still holding my crushed face, the nemesis-rank evolved species lifted me.

    "If only you'd just pass out; clinging onto consciousness tenaciously, aren't you?"

    The annoyance in its tone left me incredulous.

    'How laughable.'

    I found it more annoying that it mimicked human language, pretending to be a sentient being.

    If only those creatures were mere beasts without an iota of thought...

    'Then this war wouldn't have continued.'

    Today wouldn't exist either.

    It was perplexing how they evolved to cause such human suffering.

    The nemesis-rank, gripping my head, began fondling my arms.

    Then muttering whimsically, the consideration in its words was absurd.

    "Would tearing it apart calm it down a bit...?"

    It hadn't been that long since my limbs were torn apart and regrown, and it was happening again.

    But I wouldn't just accept it quietly.

    'Some attribute mana has gathered.'

    A bit of mana, which had almost depleted after creating the "Lightning Prison" and blocking ice spikes, was now replenished.

    While it wouldn't deal a critical blow, it could be used for a sneak attack.

    Stab the nemesis-rank's eyes to rob its vision and seize the dagger in the chaos.

    I had conceived the best I could achieve at that moment when...

    - Will you succumb like this?

    Kerak's voice, naturally resonating in my hand, echoed as if breathing.

    - Perhaps you could live if you accept my help, why not ask?

    Internally, I sneered at his question.

    'If it intended to help, it would have acted before things reached this point.'

    I didn't expect anything from Kerak.

    'Pleading for others' goodwill changes nothing.'

    So instead of clinging to unrealistic hope and begging for aid, I would grit my teeth harder and find a breakthrough myself.

    Thus, I intended to ignore the long-forgotten voice stirring in my mind.

    - Do not mistake this for helping you.

    As Kerak cryptically uttered, a massive surge of mana erupted from the core residing within my heart.

    - Just a whim to continue observing, nothing more.

    For a newcomer in the scene, his speech dragged on.

    'I'm in no position to complain.'

    If, once again, I was to survive thanks to this wretch, it would be the second time.

    'If I survive, I need to have a talk with this guy.'

    With both my face and arm locked by the nemesis-rank evolved species, I pulled up the corners of my trembling lips.

    "Grrr, are you smiling? To smile in a situation like this, have you finally gone mad?"

    How could I not grin when sensing the attribute mana inflating tenfold within me?

    Too much confidence in its superiority, to delay and toy, ended up being the nemesis-rank's only mistake.

    In truth, it hadn't been wary of me in the slightest.

    It thought me a walking corpse at death's door.

    No reason not to exploit such complacency.

    'Just one more time.'

    Hoping my effort wouldn't betray me, I clenched my teeth.

    「Attempting to evolve Mana Control into Mana Domination!」

    Mana, which left my body, scorched the nemesis-rank's eyes per my will.

    "Kiheeek!"

    The nemesis-rank instinctively defended with attribute mana, but I acted a split-second faster.

    As a result, the nemesis-rank evolved species, clutching its eyes, became a shrieking mess.

    Meanwhile, I broke free from its grasp, fell to the ground, and arranged a mana array.

    1 second, then 2, and before it hit 3.

    "Die, you bastard..."

    A "Flame Strike", swollen to 800,000 mana, rained down from the sky.

    A "Flame Strike" crafted with 100,000 mana, would blaze unquenched on a general-rank's body.

    There's no way a magic with 800,000 mana would wield lesser force.

    No matter how sturdy a nemesis-rank evolved species's body, it couldn't disregard mana's hierarchy.

    "---!"

    Indeed, the nemesis-rank evolved species, engulfed in flames, began screaming in an uncharacterizable manner.

    Its frantic dashes were mere extras.

    The ice attribute mana within it strove to resist but to little avail.

    Once manifested, countering "Flame Strike" purely with mana wasn't feasible.

    Of course, I wasn't in pristine condition either.

    Gambling on a final blow, I had poured every bit of attribute mana I had.

    As a result, not even a sliver of mana remained to shield my body.

    The flames scattered by the thrashing nemesis-rank melted my skin.

    But by then, I was beyond feeling pain.

    I was merely conscious, hanging on, refusing to let my mind slip.

    The reason I maintained consciousness with such effort was clear.

    'Kim Yul and those civilians...'

    Though one had perished, the other was alive not long ago.

    I used a detection magic to confirm their survival once more.

    "Cough!"

    But before the magic materialized, I merely spat blood.

    Every attempt to manipulate mana felt like my heart was tearing.

    Surely, something had gone awry with my core.

    'Potions are useless.'

    The mana seemed to drain away with each attempt.

    Something was undoubtedly wrong with my body.

    If so, confirming it with my own feet was the only option.

    Regaining the Owl's Companion, I used the remaining magic stored within it.

    One mistake was enough.

    Though my heart yearned for where Kim Yul lay...

    I opted to finish things here first.

    'Whirlwind Spear.'

    One of the players' main club attacks, this magic focused power on a target rather than dispersing it like a pillar or a burst.

    Strong winds converged around the dagger like a tornado, then shot forth like a cannon, piercing the nemesis-rank evolved species's abdomen.

    And beyond, toppling rows of trees in its wake.

    With fire augmented by wind, the firepower strengthened markedly.

    Indeed, fire and wind were a natural pairing.

    Due to this, this time, I received confirmation.

    「You have successfully neutralized the nemesis-rank.」

    An unprecedented volume of mana was absorbed—even after accounting for being thrice split due to party members, it surpassed a dozen times that of a general-rank.

    Aside from the message indicating the absorption of mana, numerous messages streamed by, but...

    I couldn't spare attention.

    Immediately verifying Kim Yul's condition with my eyes was paramount.

    'Please,'

    My party members' lives were my responsibility.

    That was the obligation I bore upon deciding to lead this party.

    Because they followed my commands without question.

    That meant their lives rested in my decisions.

    So I always remained mindful of the party's safety.

    Whenever it seemed like we couldn't win or faced a foe beyond our capabilities, I quickly retreated.

    Whether on escort missions or traversing corrupted areas.

    My efforts had always shone through, resulting in a zero mortality rate within the party.

    An outstanding result compared to others losing their party members and clan members monthly, or within a week at the fastest.

    But that achievement could end today.

    'How many minutes has Kim Yul been unconscious?'
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    I couldn't pinpoint the exact time, but I was sure that more than 15 minutes had passed.

    No matter how much I hoped, the timing didn't appear to align.

    The timer for that guy had already expired a long time ago.

    Then, my last remaining hope laid only in that woman or the child.

    "Would they have moved to help a stranger?"

    Wasn't the situation absurd?

    I possessed hundreds, even thousands of times more power than those two, yet I had to rely on them for hope.

    Plod.

    As I moved my frightened body, I realized that trying to grasp hope in this way was futile.

    'My Purification Trait is Level 3...'

    Even if Kim Yul was alive, I couldn't purify him.

    Then again, was there even a need to stubbornly continue my futile journey?

    As doubt took hold and I wished to ignore reality, I arrived at my destination.

    Consequently, the forced strength in my legs abruptly gave out.

    "Sob, sobbing..."

    The woman, who was hiding in the thicket, was feeding a potion to Kim Yul.

    She cradled the child, whose body was riddled with holes, in her arms, tears of blood streaming down her face.

    The unnamed woman herself had very few places unscathed.

    Yet, she was tilting a potion bottle with Kim Yul's head resting on her knee.

    Kim Yul's chest moved faintly, confirming his survival.

    I dragged my weakened body closer.

    Then I gazed intently at the bloody child in her arms.

    The child's back, shoulders, and even the head had finger-width holes all over.

    The wounds were too severe to hope for survival.

    'Of course.'

    Those ice spikes that had lodged deeply into my own body had left no means for a civilian to endure them.

    I had intended to save both but ended up saving only one.

    I swallowed a deep sigh and reached out neither to the child nor the woman.

    "Take care of yourself first. Before anyone else ends up dead."

    As I handed the potion bottle roughly to her, only then did she seem to realize my presence.

    The startled woman dropped the potion she had been feeding to Kim Yul.

    It wasn't a significant issue. I could take over.

    I pulled Kim Yul towards me.

    He was breathing, but his consciousness had not yet returned.

    No system screen about the infection popped up, but...

    'Let's assume the timer has appeared.'

    Looking around, I noticed three empty potion bottles.

    'They bought time for 4 to 5 minutes each, so this must be close.'

    Until Kim Yul regains consciousness and certainty about the timer, I have to keep administering potions to him.

    I dragged my weary body to open a fresh potion.

    And just as I began to feed it to Kim Yul...

    "What on earth are you doing with the hole left open..."

    A foreign voice came from behind.

    'I'm going crazy.'

    Isn't there a saying that it's not over until it's over?

    I felt like tearing apart whoever came up with that phrase.

    "So you're an outsider..."

    His voice, neither high for a man nor low for a woman.

    It had a somewhat neutral tone, yet the nasal resonance was not deep.

    It allowed me to be sure the speaker was a woman.

    However, identifying the gender was less crucial than identifying who she was.

    Was the chance that this person was an ally higher, or was it more likely that she was an enemy?

    "So the white flower bloomed..."

    The obvious answer was the latter.

    "Heh."

    The low chuckle she gave sent shivers down my spine.

    "For such a pretty thing to fall right in front of me, I'm delighted."

    The sensation of people approaching was felt as the earthy smell mingled with the scent of mud began to rise from beneath my feet.

    'Why is it...'

    It seemed cursedly coincidental that I only encountered opponents I wasn't suited to handle on this trip.

    Gritting my teeth in exasperation, I saw the woman standing in front of me.

    The rough potion she held was shaking violently, her gaze fixed past my shoulder.

    This woman couldn't possibly escape with Kim Yul, who was of similar build to her.

    So, there was no other choice but to endure.

    'The last magic remaining for Owl's Companion is Corpse Mimicry.'

    A Grade 5 magic that impersonates the deceased.

    Rare, yet completely disconnected from combat as it was an support magic.

    It was prepared in case of an infiltration among Reitan's subordinates.

    The urgency didn't provide any chance to use it but...

    'This is useless.'

    The acknowledgment effect of Kerak is still valid but the core used to hold mana is too faulty to fully use it.

    'The only remaining option is the magic stone...'

    Contemplating as I observed the mud slowly binding my legs.

    It wouldn't be too difficult to acquire the stone via the shop.

    But it wasn't an efficient method.

    Higher-grade and larger-scale magic require immense concentration to maintain their arrangement.

    Thus, the higher grade a magic is, the more difficult it becomes to materialize through a magic stone.

    Even if materialized, it often grows to an enormous size.

    Therefore, the highest grade of magic circulated in the form of magic stones is Level 4.

    This limitation in magic stones is why there's no magic stone for the dual barrier to block teleportation.

    Could I hold back such a proper mage like her with the clear limits of a magic stone?

    Regardless, under the present circumstances, it wasn't the best option.

    'The extent I could make a gap was at best.'

    I started by breaking the barrier stone.

    "Don't waste your effort."

    As she said, it was a fruitless act.

    The arrangement embedded in the stone didn't even form before it collapsed.

    The magic was counteracted before it was even fully executed.

    Seeing that made me realize even alternative plans were useless.

    There's a relic within the inventory embedded with barrier magic, but it would also inevitably be countered.

    "Sigh."

    The disparity in skill was expected.

    I harbor the System's support to wield half-assed magic—an outsider in essence.

    The true magicians, they would've sensed mana from birth and had it woven into them.

    I had traveled alongside Ahel and learned that facing a legitimate magician head-on wasn't winnable.

    "If you comply, it won't be painful."

    The newly emerged magician encircled me slowly and methodically.

    If magical confrontation was futile, what remained was melee.

    'It's impossible to overpower her with this body.'

    Ever since the potion's effect waned, my bodily senses felt distant.

    Unable to convey feelings through my own body.

    Neither did my grip on the spear bear strength.

    Immediate trials overthrown one after the other, akin to a bitter jest, yet surrender was no option.

    'Despite the painstaking trials to vanquish a sworn foe, am I to succumb to this random person?'

    Luck seemed my ally now, for the gods of this world seemed favorable.

    Casting a sidelong glance to check, I slowly turned around.

    "Every one making such claims about having renown seldom sustains it."

    Once our faces were in plain view of each other, the magician formed a sly smile.

    It reminded me of Ahel's feigned politeness.

    Blonde and striking blue eyes.

    Feature-wise, she bore the semblance of a leading lady from a romance film.

    "Don't compare me with such riffraff. Sit still, and I'll ensure you're spared the pain whilst extracting only the core."

    The words coming from her mouth carried a chilling malice.

    By her statement, her core was positioned at her heart.

    'Extracting that implies taking my heart, right?'

    Her casual demeanor in relaying such a statement signaled immediately.

    She was unhinged in a different manner.

    Finding it ludicrous, I couldn't even muster a bitter laugh.

    Oblivious to my sentiments, the looming gold-haired figure advanced with laughter still etched across her face.

    "It truly won't hurt."

    Extracting the heart and ensuring no pain? 'What imaginative nonsense.'

    Tempted with a retort, yet buying time held priority.

    And engaging in dialogue assuredly extended time.

    I squared off at the golden-haired woman and spoke.

    "It's of no use even if you take it."

    "Hmm?"

    "The core seems broken."

    Her eyes widened, about twice as large.

    "Let me see!"

    She rotated me to face her and placed a hand on the left side of my chest.

    Moist and squelchy, the sensation of her magical energy pooled around the heart.

    If rejecting that choice meant inviting the extraction, an idle defiance prompted me to use a magic stone.

    'If quality falls short, overwhelm with quantity.'

    Yet before I deployed the stone, blondie's magic enshrouded my heart.

    Like a knife held at my throat.

    "What a fool, to squander this much mana indiscriminately..."

    Finally, she voiced aggravation.

    A tinge of annoyance conveyed.

    "As expected, those who rely on brute strength..."

    Plainly condescending words ensued.

    Anger welled as I glared at the golden crown, her head.

    "Far more damaged than anticipated... Rendering extraction void... Yet, wasting an opportunity..."

    Muttering thoughtlessly, blondie sighed profoundly, like the earth itself might give way.

    "To aptly acquire prime material entails exertion... An adage surely true."

    Subsequently, an unexpected turn of events arose.

    'What...?'

    Blondie's magic shifted in nature wrapping around my heart.

    The clammy, slimy sensation dissipated?

    The transformed mana seeped into my core smoothly.

    "Haah."

    A breath I didn't realize I held, released at that cozy feeling.

    Holding the weary body upright took strength.

    Unawares, I leaned against her shoulder, inhaling softly.

    With each breath, bodily senses returned incrementally.

    'Though obscure, a recovery process is underway.'

    The logical conclusion dictated healing over extraction.

    "Behaving sensibly aids you better."

    Grasping all became simple.

    'The post-extraction principle equates to irreparable condition.'

    Hence retaining me while rehabilitating the core.

    'Repaired core negates imminent heart extraction concern.'

    Though her ultimate intent was to confiscate a restored core.

    Fortuitously for me, the healing rate remained gradual.

    I would prevail rather than Blondie.

    "Good, compliant, large capacity too, hu-huh."

    Regardless of the nonsensical utterance, I opted to benefit from the healing received.

    "Ugh..."

    Slight movements from Kim Yul began at about the time I awaited.

    The faint thrum of nearing forces kicked off the moment I'd anticipated.

    'Footfalls trench the ground—a host on the move.'

    Reason to postpone unfolded before me.

    'Equally, reason ceasing was the result of slightly veering from what had occurred.'

    From the storage came a blackwood dagger summoned by hand.

    Then deftly the dagger remained concealed behind my back.

    Indecisiveness stayed when transmitting the message.

    - K: Hyung-nim, it's now.

    By then, a hefty trot rumbled audibly.

    "Eh?"

    Realizing the discomfort, blondie initiated a searching magic.

    Acting simultaneously, I distorted the space right before her face.

    "Uh!"

    Pain shot starkly through my heart.

    Reflecting the core's unfinished restoration.

    Situationally, better than failing to implement even a single detection magic.

    "Geez, what are you... Ah!"

    Vindicated in dismantling the magic, blondie had careened back, shrieking whilst losing balance.

    For I had swung the dagger at her easy as pie.

    Her cheek bore a lengthy mark as Blondie glared venomously.

    Words carried by a steely tone barely left her mouth when—

    "Ahhh!"

    The air-defying shield struck and swatted her away.
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    The position where blondie had been sitting moments before had now been replaced by Kerax's shield.

    "Huff, our, huff, party leader huff, told us not to panic."

    Soon after, amidst the chaotic breaths and a familiar voice breaking through, I was finally able to feel relieved from the depth of my heart.

    Yang Taeho, who had retreated after sneaking away offerings, had returned.

    "K! Are you okay?!"

    Yang Taeho hurriedly approached the side where Kim Yul and I was and immediately grabbed the shield again.

    Activating his trait while keeping blondie in check, he shrouded the shield in a golden aura that exuded the divinity of Temoria.

    "Now don't worry, the knights sent by the Order are coming on the run."

    Indeed, the sound of a commotion approaching from afar was palpable.

    The arrival of the holy knights from Palao's Order could be heard, 'Perhaps they ran into them on the way.'

    It was truly impeccable timing.

    As if aware of the commotion, blondie, having been facing off with me with Yang Taeho in between, clicked her tongue and muttered.

    "I haven't fixed everything yet..."

    She briefly pierced her gaze into me with a furrowed brow.

    "Well, this might be better for now. Anyway, it's too damaged to be taken out."

    Blondie shrugged her shoulders and waved a hand gently, "Let's meet again when everything is repaired, mr. Core-loving Outsider."

    Blondie turned away and vanished in the direction of the hole.

    Coincidentally, the white sun was gleaming through the trees, marking the end of a long night.

    * * *

    Five days after the situation concluded.

    During that time, I stayed at the temple in Santorna.

    I spent more time asleep than awake.

    In the meantime, physicians and mages worked to mend my broken bones and body.

    By the time I woke up, even the core was intact.

    I heard that Lashara and Ahel had come by.

    Only a mage could handle the core...

    When the core was broken, Ahel was called because it could be healed by converting and injecting magic.

    'The transformed mana that blondie had attempted to drive into my heart must have been something similar.'

    Though I had no idea how the mana was transformed exactly.

    'Even if I knew, there's no guarantee I could imitate it.'

    Despite the core being intact, I wasn't entirely pleased.

    'I didn't want to owe the Order anything anymore.'

    Especially to Rashar and Ahel.

    'I'd rather they had ignored me.'

    I returned to Habon with mixed emotions.

    After confirming Kim Yul's infection, I had sent the party members back first.

    Kim Yul would be going to Earth.

    To be cautious, he would undergo a health check through the National Intelligence Service.

    Thanks to that, I was moving alone, choosing to head into the temple instead of returning to the base after arriving in Habon.

    Creak.

    Compared to a year ago, the distinct footprints sounded particularly bothersome.

    Perhaps it was because my nerves were on edge due to Kim Yul's infection.

    With a deliberate resolve to forcefully suppress my tangled thoughts, I arrived at Jordan's office.

    Knock knock knock. Upon notifying with a knock, the door promptly opened.

    "K, we've been expecting you. This way, please."

    As the visit was pre-scheduled, Jordan naturally welcomed me.

    Following him inside, I found a seat on the sofa.

    "Is your body alright?"

    "Yes, thanks to your concern."

    After exchanging formal courtesies,

    "This is the report sent from Finelpenia's Order."

    I received the reason for my visit.

    As I skimmed through the report, it didn't significantly deviate from what I already knew.

    After blondie disappeared, I pondered overseeing the 'records' left on that land using the authority pass from Kim Yul granted by Finelpenia.

    However, it seemed a waste to use the authority thoughtlessly.

    Considering that many knights witnessed the event and that monster corpses lay scattered around, I reckoned Finelpenia's order would naturally conduct an investigation.

    My assumptions were proven right as the report from Finelpenia's order directly reached my hands.

    I calmly perused its contents.

    'Reitan was the first to discover it.'

    Then, under what appeared to be a subordinate of Reitan, the holy excavation operation commenced.

    'That was roughly two months ago.'

    Those working there all turned into corpses about a week ago.

    Leveraging the darkness, a hole opened in the sky, and monsters poured out.

    There were more laborers for excavation than combat troops.

    Reitan's subordinates were annihilated in an instant.

    Then, two people whom I had killed, the redhead associated with black magic and the mage, arrived afterward.

    'It seemed like those dabbling in black magic intercepted it midway.'

    And I reclaimed it once more.

    'The situation is peculiar.'

    Reitan and the two involved in black magic didn't seem to be on the same side.

    After Reitan's subordinates were wiped out, the monsters resumed the excavation work.

    From there, I knew the subsequent details.

    Walter appeared, the redhead pursued, and I invaded.

    After that section, there was a report concerning the hole.

    'After the knights arrived, the opening sealed within minutes.'

    It mentioned nothing about blondie mage's appearance that we had witnessed.

    I was not surprised as I had somewhat anticipated it.

    'But it's not something to ignore.'

    I handed over a paper I had prepared in advance to Jordan, saying, "These are the features of the mage I mentioned witnessing that time."

    With distinctive traits emphasized, it was a montage.

    After examining it, Jordan's eyes turned puzzled.

    "This person is..."

    "Do you know them?"

    "No certainty based just on the illustration, but..."

    After a brief pause, Jordan revealed something unexpected.

    "It could be Eril Jesiar, an apprentice of the former master of the Ferrell Magic Tower, considering the mention of mana related to clay. I understand they studied together with Ahel Bellettia."

    While recalling the name Jordan mentioned, I flipped through the report again.

    It was merely a reread to see if I had overlooked something, nothing more.

    However, Jordan seemed to misunderstand my actions.

    "Don't worry."

    As I looked up from the report, Jordan appeared more resolute than usual.

    "Though the Shield of Patience has been breached, we shall find a way, as we always do."

    I studied him with a curious mindset.

    It was unclear to me why he would make such a remark.

    'Is he assuring that despite their shackles, they'll find a way to protect this world?'

    It didn't seem like he was trying to comfort me because he thought I might worry about them.

    Given the circumstances, it would be sensible for me to comfort them instead, so his doing it felt out of place.

    Only then did I grasp a previously overlooked point.

    'Are they aware of their restraints?'

    If they knew, he wouldn't be able to say such a thing to me.

    At a time when they should be busy saving themselves, where would they find the leisure to comfort me?

    'Hah, no wonder...'

    Despite considerable time passing, no special rumors or disturbances had arisen concerning the God's deeds, which felt odd.

    'Perhaps Ahel hasn't revealed it to anyone?'

    For what reason?

    To strategize, problems should be shared.

    'It makes no sense to keep it secret.'

    Possibly, they're scheming a way to utilize us without players noticing...

    'Enough.'

    Before my thoughts ran away from me, I squeezed my eyes shut.

    I consciously severed my thoughts for my own benefit.

    'What good would thinking do?'

    It wasn't an entirely unexpected possibility.

    We simply needed to guard against being exploited while securing as much mana, artifacts, and spoils as possible.

    Calming my mind, I gave Jordan a neutral response.

    "Yes, I believe so."

    Having received the report and handed over the montage, I had no reason to linger there any longer.

    "I shall take my leave. Thank you for personally handing over the report."

    "I, too, deeply appreciate your contributions, K. You've afforded us time to discuss countermeasures."

    "Happy to hear it helped. Then, I'll take my leave."

    "Travel safely."

    Half-listening to Jordan's farewell, I departed the office as if escaping in haste.

    Only then could I examine the remaining content at the back of the report.

    The next section mentioned Walter's updates.

    'He's assisting with the cleanup in Santorna.'

    Thinking of Walter naturally conjured up another face.

    'Was it Allens? No, was it Alex?'

    Regardless, he was expelled just the same, yet I had no clue what he was up to now.

    Of course, I wasn't interested enough to investigate.

    Brushing off Allens' face like dust, I leafed through yet another page of the report.

    It stated that the woman I saved and the kidnapped victims were also being sheltered in the temple.

    The child killed by high-level magic was the woman's sibling.

    'Selling both their children... parents, indeed.'

    I couldn't help but feel troubled, especially since I had siblings too.

    A party member owed their life to that person, and yet I couldn't save her regardless of what I did.

    Realizing that my capability was limited to this degree wasn't a pleasant experience.

    I still felt a heaviness every time I recalled the Biharin.

    But whether fortunately or unfortunately, it was becoming easier to ignore that weight day by day.

    As time passed by, leaving this land would be less burdensome.

    'If that's good enough.'

    With that, I left everything behind and retraced my steps towards the base.

    "Hey."

    Once again, I repeated the meaningless act of drawing out Kerax's spear.

    "Hey."

    As expected, no reply came to the continued monologue for several minutes today either.

    Kerax, who had interrupted in the midst of battle to amplify my mana, had fallen silent again.

    I was clueless as to why he saved me.

    What did he mean by wanting to observe further?

    Without his answer, discerning the purpose behind his actions seemed quite challenging.

    'I was even considering accepting some terms if there were any room for negotiation.'

    The buff Kerax provided proved valuable enough.

    Having realized that he wanted something from me, I considered conforming to his pleas to continually receive that buff.

    However, being unable to ascertain what it was left me frustrated.

    But hanging onto something that doesn't provide answers indefinitely wasn't an option.

    Clicking my tongue internally, I made my way into the base.

    Once inside, I returned to my room and scrolled through the cluttered mess of notifications at the bottom.

    "...is being absorbed."

    「Successfully eliminated a level 9 evolved species for the first time. Reputation increased by 1000.」

    「Remarkable achievement accomplished! 5000 achievements credited.」

    「Seizing the target's status.」

    「The title 'Seed of Divinity' has evolved into 'Sprout of Divinity'.」

    Among them, pondering over the message concerning the absorption of mana seemed to invoke elaborate thoughts.

    'Status, huh...'

    I opened the window to examine the title that had transformed into the "Sprout of Divinity."

    「Accumulate and seize status to nurture the title.」

    Initially, the sparse explanation witheringly frazzled me.

    It lacked details on how to accumulate or seize status, rendering it a half-baked description.

    Yet, with the information I held, I could roughly guess, so I let it slide.

    'First, accumulating it personally demands time and effort.'

    Hadn't Gretman said so himself?

    - As time passes, records accrue, becoming the core essence of your existence.

    It implied that forming a natural status required time.

    To a mortal with limited lifespan, there's an inherent cap to their achievable status.

    'However, with the system's aid, it seems I can appropriate both divinity and status from those already possessing them.'

    The notion of seizing indicates taking away.

    Finally, I could grasp the essence of what I had obtained.

    Godhood signifies the eligibility to transcend the bonds set by causality.

    Divinity embodies the power to transcend such bonds.

    'The two form a set.'

    Without the right, even with power, one cannot step beyond causality's framework.

    'I hadn't realized fully until now.'

    Once possessing both, the means to utilize them became naturally apparent.

    'I might find myself wishing for a rematch with a strong enemy.'

    As I exhaled a long sigh, my body sank onto the bed with a thud.

    'Let's just take it easy today.'

    As fate would have it, the main scenario of Chapter 7 was set to unfold two days later.

    We were poised to head towards the corrupted area then.

    "With the current Purification trait proficiency at 90.33%"

    I needed to boost the remaining proficiency and verify if I could purify Kim Yul's infection.

    That was my current top priority.

    Therefore, I had chosen to partake in the main scenario, pushing the recovery of divinity aside.

    Given that there wouldn't be any reprieve before the scenario concluded, I planned to take it easy with only light mana training today.

    "Oh."

    Right before that, I remembered there was yet another task needing completion.

    Rummaging through the inventory, I retrieved a fist-sized orb.

    Damned System
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    Chapter 235. Second Trial (1)

    "Did we come up empty again this time?"

    "At least we got one."

    With a "ting" sound, a shiny gold coin floated into the air. The man who caught the coin, however, had a face full of dissatisfaction.

    "Just this one! We went through eight corrupted areas, and this is all we have to show for it? Shouldn't even a rusty sword or a shield be one of the spoils of war? I can't even cover my weapon repair costs! I'm almost out of living expenses for this month!"

    "What else can we do? We have no choice but to exchange mana."

    "Ah, what a miserable situation this is!"

    The man yelled in frustration as he began kicking the tree nearby. His party members frowned at his attitude, but no one tried to stop or soothe him. They weren't pleased either, having to return without decent loot.

    "Larger clans come back with piles of gold and jewels, but what do we get?"

    As the man's complaints grew longer, the others began to chime in as well.

    "Honestly, there is some truth to the inequality."

    "Especially with Agnotia and Meferoseta."

    "Oh, right. They're the worst."

    "Even Finelpenia has a bit of it going on."

    "Some clans are assigned missions exclusively by the Order and in return, they have to hand over a large portion of the spoils."

    "I've heard rumors about that too."

    "Frankly, it would be stranger if there weren't any corruption."

    "At that level, it's not a clan, but a temp agency. It's almost like digging up treasure for them and getting paid daily wages."

    "Ha ha ha, that's a fitting comparison! Not a clan, but workers!"

    "The real problem is the Order taking the spoils and assigning missions."

    "I agree. We contribute, so why don't we get any benefits?"

    "Those priests are so greedy and hypocritical, pretending to care about the followers."

    "Especially Agnotia, they're supposedly devoted to Purity, but they're the worst."

    "Is there any place here that's actually decent?"

    "No, no, there are no decent gods or Orders here."

    "Well... isn't Palao alright?"

    "Oh, right. Their missions are first-come-first-served, right?"

    When everyone nodded, someone who was unaware of recent news questioned.

    "First-come-first-served? Does that mean anyone can take on the missions regardless of clan or party affiliation?"

    "I guess so? Last time at the outpost, I saw people waiting for the Order-exclusive missions to open. You must quickly check the list and run."

    "Hey, you're not certain, are you?"

    "They tend to keep to themselves, don't really appear in public forums."

    "It's not that; there just aren't many of them."

    "Oh, that might be it too."

    "Do they make up even 1%?"

    "If it's 1%... 20,000 people? Has it increased that much?"

    "Wasn't it during the third wave's recruitment phase? They heavily promoted it back then, encouraging people to take the Order of Palao's test. I think I saw a comment about it in passing."

    "Oh... I think I remember that."

    "Did it increase by 20,000?"

    "Didn't you know? They originally had a small number. I heard the initial number was a thousand from the first wave recruit."

    "That's kind of an elite force vibe."

    "Oh, that's exactly it!"

    "Is it because there are so few that they take better care of them?"

    "If I can enter Palao for their first-come-first-served missions, I want to transfer."

    "Do you know how to transfer?"

    "Even if you know, you probably can't go. It's famous for its tough entry exam."

    While the discussion about the Order of Palao and its characteristics was ongoing.

    "Uh... is that the promotional post you mentioned?"

    "Huh?"

    Someone said after opening the community to look up information about Palao.

    "K posted an entry..."

    It announced that the membership limit for the Order of Palao had been increased, encouraging fourth-wave players to apply.

    That surprising news wasn't all.

    "And he registered an Attribute Mana Stone for auction, so players interested, take note."

    "Attribute Mana Stone...?"

    Since the update, it drew much attention, but no one had ever seen one in reality.

    But today, that would become history.

    Many swallowed in anticipation as they opened the auction list.

    And there, at the top, as if waiting, was the entry.

    「Auction No. 1975552」

    - Registered by: Code K

    - Auction Item: Attribute Mana Stone (Detailed Information)

    - Starting Price: 500,000,000 Mana

    - Auction Start Date: Bihar 2664, September 7th (D-3)

    Under K's name, the entire community was about to stir once again.

    * * *

    The reason the auction started with a delay was simple.

    "At this point, buying for 500 million mana would require pooling resources from a party or clan."

    It was a gesture allowing them to secure funds in the three days.

    I had no regrets about putting the item up for auction.

    I initially intended to encourage the trade of Attribute Mana Stones.

    "If players exchange or sell the Attribute Mana Stones to match their magics, we can expect an overall power boost."

    I didn't see anything wrong with opening the market myself.

    "Anyway, Water wasn't suitable for me."

    Ever since absorbing Water-type magic as a Bounty Hunter, it hadn't been much use.

    Holding on to an underutilized item wouldn't do much good.

    "Above all, I need more mana."

    There's a limit to accumulating regular mana through hunting.

    Despite the grueling effort of chasing and capturing high-value targets, the mana I absorbed didn't even reach 100 million.

    With such an inefficient method, I was sure I wouldn't reach the Platinum rank before Bihar's fall.

    "If so, I should actively utilize other methods."

    Before now, relics were the only items worth auctioning.

    From now on, I plan to sell Attribute Mana Stones as soon as I obtain them.

    All party members already had Attribute Mana and well-established magic systems.

    Adding new mana to that wouldn't necessarily increase strength.

    "It would rather reduce the time we might spend mastering existing magic."

    Therefore, unless the mana was essential for our party, I decided to sell it for the highest price possible.

    「Auction No. 1975552」

    - Registered by: Code K

    - Auction Item: Attribute Mana Stone (Detailed Information)

    - Starting Price: 500,000,000 Mana

    - Auction Start Date: Bihar 2664, September 7th

    - Winning Bidder: White Eagle

    - Final Auction Price: 1,726,445,413 Mana

    - Auction End Date: Bihar 2664, September 7th

    The result was satisfying.

    Four forces were fiercely bidding till the end.

    "It was quite intense."

    Such a messy ending implied they used up all the available mana.

    It was a natural outcome. There weren't many over general-rank entities around.

    Moreover, this auction didn't guarantee Attribute Mana to regular mana holders, just opened another opportunity for them.

    It didn't necessarily mean allotting the Attribute Mana to them.

    Parties and clans could engage in the competition to strengthen existing power.

    Thus, competition was inevitable.

    "Thanks to that, I've taken another step towards the Platinum rank."

    The mana received from the bid was entirely mine.

    Since I practically captured it alone, no one in the party claimed ownership.

    As a result, my mana exceeded 3.2 billion.

    "I can reach the Platinum rank."

    A month after realizing the new possibility, the long-awaited message finally appeared.

    「Trait Purification (lv.3) has reached maximum proficiency. The trait has evolved to the next level!」

    As soon as the message popped up, I opened the status window to check the details of my Purification trait.

    「Purification (lv.4 - 00.00%)」

    • Category: Trait (Reward)

    • Description: A reward for players with outstanding achievements, allowing purification of corrupted mana without purification pills. As the level increases, the range of purification broadens.

    • Effect lv.4: You can purify others upon physical contact.

    The condition that only corrupted mana could be purified was gone.

    I extended my hand to Kim Yul.

    "What the heck are you doing!"

    Kim Yul reacted sharply and tried to bat my hand away.

    Having managed a timer without proper sleep for the past month, it was a natural response.

    'He endured the first week quite well.'

    Overall, Kim Yul became more irritable, annoyed over trivial matters, cursed more, and hardly ate due to a decreased appetite.

    Consequently, he appeared quite sallow.

    But the hardship ended today.

    I overpowered Kim Yul's resistance and initiated Purification without delay.

    「Detecting pathogen.」

    「Commencing purification of pathogen.」

    「Purification rate 0.04%」

    「Purification rate 0.09%」

    「Purification rate 0.14%」

    ...

    Kim Yul's face crumpled terribly as he gasped.

    Then, he slumped down.

    It seemed he fainted, overwhelmed by the sensation of Purification.

    "What happened to Yul all of a sudden?"

    "He's undergoing Purification."

    Upon my simple explanation of the situation, Yang Taeho widened his eyes.

    Yang Taeho and I had been on edge due to this for some time.

    We took turns ensuring Kim Yul didn't suddenly die in his sleep.

    "Phew... it's a relief, truly a relief."

    Yang Taeho supported Kim Yul and sighed in relief.

    Similarly, I felt the same.

    "Who would have thought it would take a month?"

    The process consumed more time than expected.

    The main scenario's seventh chapter ended during this period.

    Finding an eight-star general-rank, especially one using Kerak, was more difficult than grabbing stars from the sky.

    I almost gave up on the main scenario.

    Yet, I explored even undisclosed corrupted areas to seek eight-star general-ranks.

    "That's how I found three of them."

    Those creatures drained their blood until they could no longer use Kerak.

    Thanks to exploiting them, it concluded in a month.

    Otherwise, I'd still be wandering through corrupted areas.

    'At least now I can purify.'

    As I purified the pathogen consuming Kim Yul, the burden gradually eased off my mind.

    Looking back, it was my impulsive actions that had led to his infection.

    It had weighed on my conscience until now, and finally, it was resolved.

    "Are we still moving?"

    Yang Taeho asked, and I shook my head.

    "Carrying a sleeping guy around is difficult. Let's head back."

    I confirmed I could purify Kim Yul, so we had to stop by the Players' Association.

    When Lily secured the price of a corrupted area during the sixth chapter scenario, it was time to pay.

    I decided to return while sending Lily a chat message.

    After swiftly destroying messeo, we exited the corrupted area without attachment.

    We ran for two days continuously to arrive at the outpost, and Kim Yul's pathogen was completely purified.

    But due to severe exhaustion, he hadn't awakened.

    The deep slumber, akin to the dead, made Yang Taeho and me check his life status multiple times.

    Fortunately, Kim Yul's breathing was steady.

    Thus, I left him in Yang Taeho's care and decided to visit Loborre first.

    Wearing a hood, I walked towards the Association building while opening the hidden mission window.

    'I collected three more.'

    Reitan didn't make an appearance outside the barrier, merely discovered them in the corrupted area.

    'In retrospect, the first trial's location was also in the middle of a corrupted area.'

    Compared to what I absorbed during the trial, they were mere crumbs.

    Still, better than none, so I collected whatever I came across.

    After confirming the additional numbers in the hidden mission window, I reached the Association quickly.

    The Players' Association building was directly across from the Loborre Temple, with the main road separating them.

    Once inside, almost simultaneously, someone recognized me from wandering around the lobby.

    "You're here."

    Of course, I recognized him too.

    "Persona."

    "I've been waiting. Let's head up first."

    It was Persona, essentially the second-in-command within the Association.
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    Chapter 236. Second Trial (2)

    Currently, there were only six players known to possess spatial-type mana.

    "There might be some who are hiding their attributes."

    But overall, not many possessed spatial-type mana.

    Among them, the only one with the ability to cast a dual barrier with 4th rank spatial-type mana was Persona.

    "Though spatial-type lacks firepower in battles, its usefulness is unparalleled."

    Thanks to this, Persona's influence was considerable.

    I, too, was in the midst of a mana exchange with Persona.

    If nothing unexpected happened, we needed to maintain cordial relations without any major conflicts.

    The reason why this person was anxiously awaiting me was simple.

    'Wasn't it said that his girlfriend is infected?'

    Hearing the news, he must have dashed out to greet me.

    That Persona met me instead of her was also straightforward.

    'Because she's on Earth.'

    Lily was in the midst of forming a global treaty related to player activities, making it impossible for her to come to Bihar.

    So, I received a message saying Persona would guide me instead.

    I headed to the fourth floor of the building with Persona.

    The number of players visiting the association was significant, so we moved to a sealed private room to begin our conversation.

    "Is purification truly possible?"

    At his hurried question, I nodded.

    "I have no reason to lie."

    "Of course, but given it's a matter of people's safety..."

    His anxiety over potential troubles for his loved one if he trusted me blindly was evident.

    Amidst this, he seemed careful not to offend me with his words.

    It wasn't the most pleasant reception, but it was understandable, so I chose to overlook it.

    "I tried it on one of my party members."

    "Ah!"

    Only then, Persona seemed relieved, letting out a breath.

    "So, can we proceed immediately?"

    It was why I came, so of course, it could be done. Though there were conditions.

    Upon mentioning this, Persona watched me tensely.

    "Please, go on."

    "Let's keep it small. Additionally, everyone must be blindfolded and their ears covered."

    I didn't wish to widely broadcast the fact that I was the Alpha.

    Though there were many suspicious glances, it was "merely suspicions".

    I'd never provided info that confirmed these suspicions.

    Under these circumstances, was there any need to reveal that I was the Alpha and could purify unknown pathogens?

    Moreover, there were currently 47 infected individuals affiliated with the association.

    This was due to a mass infection that occurred in a high-rank corrupted area where they went for funds.

    'They happened to encounter an 8-star leading a separate unit.'

    The information about Kerak and the pathogens leaked in the community due to that incident.

    I didn't want to be encircled by over forty players.

    'Who knows what kind of lunatic they might have among them.'

    With such odd characteristics found in certain artifacts, it was never wise to face infected groups as a whole.

    Thus, I mentioned the potential risks and implied responsibilities.

    It was a sort of threat.

    If something went wrong during this purification work, I might refuse further purification for association members.

    Having laid it out like that, hardly anyone would ignore my conditions.

    Persona also accepted, and soon enough, the first subjects for purification were brought in.

    Two Gold Rank members, with one firmly holding Persona's hand.

    'He brought his girlfriend first.'

    I had no intention of nitpicking petty details.

    I merely added a note to my evaluation of Persona: Not someone who entirely separates private matters from public ones.

    * * *

    After purifying all the infected individuals, a whole day had passed.

    The thought of resting due to the late hour crossed my mind.

    Seeing Kim Yul unable to sleep properly as the timer pressured him, I continued the task.

    During the process, my trait's proficiency increased significantly, allowing me to handle more people.

    'Even though I stayed up all night.'

    Considering the speed, it was swift.

    I got up, stretching sore muscles from sitting for so long, ready to leave since the work was done.

    When suddenly,

    "Hmm?"

    Karlos's divinity approached suddenly.

    It even prodded my left shoulder.

    The one who typically observed from a distance, what wind brought him today?

    Beyond the window to my left, someone abruptly appeared in a shadow and popped out from the alleyway as if they were pasted there.

    "This place... It's not Habon but Loborre?"

    Muttering to himself while glancing around, he finally looked up at me from the window on the fourth floor and said,

    "Gilenios Begram."

    Upon my murmured words, he chuckled.

    "Were you waiting for me?"

    When I frowned to show annoyance, Gilenios shrugged nonchalantly.

    "Or not. Anyway, are you going to stay up there? Why not come down?"

    Sighing lightly, I opened the window and jumped down.

    "We don't have time; let's get moving."

    Gilenios, like before, held out his hand, inviting me to join him.

    Rather than taking his hand, I narrowed my eyes at him.

    "Do I have to faint again like last time?"

    "Do you intend to sprint all that distance? If you're gone that long, your world's god will wither away. The portal route is fastest."

    In other words, he urged me to stop wasting time and come.

    "It'd be troublesome if others find us while delaying."

    Gilenios signaled for me to hurry with a gesture.

    Instead of taking his hand, I crossed my arms.

    "Huh?"

    When Gilenios raised an eyebrow as if to question me, I preemptively replied,

    "Does it mean there's a risk of divinity being detected if we're late?"

    "Yes, Palao's seal is undone, so the divinity leaks out."

    Like small divinity spreading divinity around them.

    "They've been abandoning small fragments to manage the larger core."

    Roughly understanding the ongoing situation,

    "That means Agnotia, or others, finding the divinity is just a matter of time?"

    After the first trial ended, and Gretman came for me.

    'Startled by the torn and tangled land and sky, I didn't notice, but there were monster corpses.'

    Considering the blood hadn't dried, they were killed recently.

    "If the seal breaks, divinity leaks out, and the enemies can detect and come for it."

    Upon confirming, Gilenios replied,

    "You just realized that?"

    If you understand, hurry up and let's move.

    Gilenios pressured me to leave, but I shook my head.

    "I don't think I can go right away."

    "Pardon?"

    While Gilenios grimaced at my refusal, I remained composed.

    I had been contemplating ever since the events in Santorna wrapped up.

    "The fact that the enemies target Palao's divinity is certain."

    Thus, they might already possess a collected amount like Agnotia does.

    "I can't simply allow that."

    If the enemies had stashed away any divinity, confiscating it was vital.

    But to do so, information was necessary on where they stored divinity.

    Why they needed to gather divinity.

    Whether there was any left unclaimed during excavations.

    'Following Gilenios now means I won't acquire this intel.'

    Additionally, I had to prepare for seizing status along with divinity retrieval.

    "For that, I need to capture at least a General-rank enemy."

    However, within the main scenario, general-ranks were scarce and elusive.

    The element mana stone auction progressing over the past month consisted of just seven cases.

    Three of them were put up by me.

    Even if there were cases where the dropped mana stones were directly used, the frequency was excessively low.

    So, what can I do? Whether it's a General-rank or higher,

    "The only option is to summon them myself."

    Whether capturing them for insanity invocation or using Finelpenia's authority upon their deaths, the methods to extract information were ready.

    Upon refining my thoughts, I chose to explain rather than hold Gilenios's hand.

    Initially frowning and expressing discontent, Gilenios seemed lost in thought listening.

    "Cooperate if you understand."

    Gilenios scoffed at the one-sided briefing, bemused.

    But he didn't refuse or say no, which prompted me to start messaging busily.

    With the D-day fast approaching, it was essential to rally those I've prepared.

    "When exactly will you begin? As I said, it's hard to leave my spot for long."

    While I typed furiously, Gilenios grumbled, nudging for an answer.

    "I'd say we need a day or two."

    I replied evenly, posing another query,

    "The thing about our world's god withering, what did that mean?"

    "Um... Well, it's not exactly a secret. I'm holding back a ----- that can't cross over, as well as blocking your god."

    It wasn't the friendliest explanation, but clarity struck immediately.

    The conversation during the meeting between the system and the 7 Great Gods before the servers connected.

    "The entity that the system was said to be blocking, that would be it."

    Possibly another unconventional entity from the abnormal exemptions.

    'The system holds the front while Gilenios restrains from behind.'

    Could that be why the system disappears from my side at times?

    'Indeed... There was never once when the system and this guy were in my presence at the same time.'

    Long-held curiosities from ages past were finally receiving answers.

    I mulled over the new truths I learned before speaking again.

    "Tell me exactly where the divinity is. And come back at this time the day after tomorrow when the dawn breaks. I'll be prepared by then."

    Gilenios's fingers snapped after gazing intently at me for a moment.

    Unaware before, now I understood immediately.

    A thin barrier of divinity spread around us.

    "This conceals us from the gods' eyes."

    If I could use it, it'd be perfect for planning maneuvers away from other gods' sights.

    I could also use it for respite from the system when needed.

    While surveying the divine barrier, Gilenios offered the exact location of the next divinity.

    "In the west of Angrimart Empire, beneath Zamol Lake in the Orkal Canyon."

    I heard the Angrimart Empire had fallen long ago.

    So, this time's divinity was naturally at the heart of a corrupted area.

    "Convenient timing."

    With a nod to affirm, Gilenios vanished instantly, as if gouged out from the scene entirely.

    I stared at the now-empty alley and turned back around.

    Given exactly two days, I had to be diligently prepared within that timeframe.

    * * *

    A deep, expansive space.

    Holding off the presence trying to breach through was no simple task.

    Even for an entity most similar to what could be deemed a god, it was exhausting.

    Especially daunting without support from beyond.

    Despite this, holding on was driven genuinely by a wish for the safety of lives on the other side.

    For Hyunwoo, a being known as the system, truly desired it.

    Thus, it bore the tiresome entity alone while enduring.

    Until the previously vanished presence on the other side eventually returned.

    「You've held up alright, haven't you?」

    With the words directly transmitting to my mind, the oppressive force on the system lightened significantly.
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    "Gilenios."

    It didn't appreciate his overly carefree tone, but unlike the gods of Bihar, who were full of deceit, interacting with him was easier.

    With a slight touch of displeasure, the system asked calmly, without venting anger.

    "Is he doing well?"

    "From the outside, yes."

    It seemed to mean that no one could really know what was going on inside.

    "Player Kang Hyunwoo..."

    No matter how hard he tried to become callous, Hyunwoo was inherently someone who respected life. Maybe it was because he had lost his parents at a young age that he held fear and rejection towards death.

    Because of this, he tended to take the deaths of others too seriously.

    It wasn't pleasant to see such a person gradually becoming desensitized to death.

    However, it wasn't its intention to burden him with the concern for life in another world.

    That was a burden he didn't need to carry.

    "The mess we are in now is due to the discord and betrayal of the 7 Great Gods."

    Hyunwoo, who didn't even know of their existence till last year, had no reason to be held accountable for their mistakes.

    The lives of Bihar were under the jurisdiction of the 7 Great Gods.

    The system had no interest in their survival or demise.

    In fact, it hoped they would be used as nourishment for the players.

    That way, they could help defend the creatures of Earth in the future.

    But Hyunwoo was different.

    "Why is it that, while being calculative most times, he doesn't know how to be cunning in situations like this?"

    Thinking about this, it felt frustrated.

    While the system swallowed a sigh, Gilenios on the other side continued to murmur.

    "If you're that worried, why don't you go and check on him?"

    It would probably be better than causing a ruckus as before.

    Contrary to Gilenios' added comment, the system kept its mouth shut.

    Thinking back to those times just made it angry.

    About two months ago, Gilenios had suddenly left his position.

    And when he returned, he announced that Hyunwoo had succeeded Palao's divinity.

    At that time, the system couldn't even find Hyunwoo to investigate what happened to him.

    Thus, it wandered around Bihar looking for him.

    It was only after eight days that it managed to find Hyunwoo, who had just returned.

    And then, by reviewing the game records, it was able to understand everything that had happened.

    it raged at Gilenios for putting Hyunwoo through such an ordeal.

    "He almost broke down mentally."

    It was reckless to push him into danger like that.

    "Is this what you call cooperation?"

    When Gilenios couldn't withstand the system's wrath, Karlos stepped in and said,

    "Will you back out then? Surely it's something you need."

    Well, it won't deny it.

    The system had been struggling to operate the game properly after an unauthorized entity hijacked the originally intended channel for the game, leading to excessive consumption of divinity.

    As a result, the game had to start at a reduced scale of over 80% than originally planned.

    The number of players was also significantly lacking.

    Under such circumstances, the divinity Hyunwoo brought was like rain in a long drought.

    "But that cannot take precedence over the safety of player Kang Hyunwoo."

    He was a human who shared information obtained by shedding his blood with other players.

    He contributed coordinates necessary to connect the second gate amid danger.

    He supported players' growth, exerting influence in various aspects.

    All his actions had a justifiable reward.

    Nevertheless, I couldn't belittle Hyunwoo's achievements.

    "If it weren't for him, all metrics would have fallen short of expectations."

    There would have been more days of despairing than holding hope before the war.

    But unfortunately for the enemies, Hyunwoo was selected as a player as soon as the war, disguised as a game, erupted.

    "If he had been selected just a year, or even half a year later, he wouldn't exist now."

    I didn't know whether it was a coincidence or destiny.

    But thanks to his appearance, the system was able to dream of a future.

    The system knew how important invisible possibilities were.

    Throughout history, those who grew a faint hope into a significant change to alter the world existed.

    In this era, the system was convinced it was Hyunwoo.

    Therefore, Karlos, who pushed Hyunwoo into the agony labeled as a trial without any discussion, was not welcomed.

    Having no competence to protest, it only kept silent.

    The silence from the system sometimes harbored implicit trust.

    "He will navigate through it just fine."

    It believed in Hyunwoo, who had exceeded its expectations at every turn.

    As long as he was on Earth, winning this war wasn't impossible.

    'So I need to buy time.'

    Alone, the system could only barely block that unauthorized existence.

    Even that was possible with Gilenios's help.

    Given the situation, it couldn't even talk about extinguishing it.

    At best, acting as a shield was the limit of the system.

    Hence, what could it do? It could only hone a spear that would replace it.

    "Until then, I shall shield it from causality."

    Staring at the black shadow densely filling the enormous channel, it composed itself.

    Earnestly wishing that its hope returns safely once again this time.

    * * *

    As promised, Gilenios came to fetch me two days later.

    As soon as I held his hand, I lost consciousness.

    When I awakened, past experiences replayed in full.

    「"By Palao's arrangement, the entry of a Inheritance Candidate is permitted."」

    「"A trial best suited for the Inheritance Candidate is prepared."」

    A message I had seen before.

    A pure white space resembling a temple.

    The solitary image of Palao at its center.

    And, the number at the bottom of my view halted at 99%.

    Everything was just like last time.

    Even the time flowing without incident after the number reached 99% was no different from the past.

    Of course, there was one difference.

    This time, I wasn't entirely cut off from the outside.

    As proof, Rice Cake—again—connected my view.

    "For the fifth time."

    Faithfully following my directive to establish a connection when dawn broke each day, Rice Cake had done just that.

    Through this, I discovered the disparity between time inside this space and outside.

    "A day outside equaled ten days in here."

    With the fifth connection concluded, fifty days have passed solely within this space.

    Another way to express this would be a half-century; it's far from a short time.

    Moreover, I wasn't bound by bodily needs in this space.

    A place where eating or sleeping wasn't necessary.

    Indeed, conditions were perfect for concentrating on training.

    Squandering that opportunity would have been foolish.

    Hence, I moved mana continuously without taking a break.

    Initially, it was about six hours, then ten, progressing to a whole day, two, three, eventually leading to a week.

    Today, it was to the extent that I had been controlling mana for a full ten days without a single break in flow.

    Consequently, the long-standing effort I'd maintained for the past several months finally bore fruit.

    「"Mana Control evolves into Mana Domination!"」

    Only one word had changed from the phrases I'd seen before.

    Nevertheless, the world seen at the end of that altered phrase was worlds apart.

    Everything I saw, heard, and felt had changed.

    Billions of mana particles moving entirely at my will.

    All the mana filling this vast space, wriggling in every direction, was me.

    "Whew..."

    Originally, I was a finite being unable to surpass the limitations of my physical body.

    No matter how much I stabbed with a spear, it only took effect where I was physically present.

    A person standing on the opposite side of the world wouldn't be affected at all by my spear.

    But the limitations broke once I gained complete dominion over mana.

    Where there's mana, I could exist and exert influence anywhere endlessly.

    "To operate, control, and ultimately dominate."

    It meant my existence and influence would expand almost infinitely.

    "Finally."

    I had reached the place where beings like Horfe and Gretman belonged.

    Getting here didn't require any special tricks, luck, or miracles.

    Simply running without ceasing brought me to this point.

    I could have filled the proficiency gauge for Mana Control and purchased the knowledge at a discounted price from the shop.

    But I achieved this with my own strength.

    Resultantly, today's accomplishment felt absolutely euphoric.

    "I'm truly thrilled."

    Now, merely spreading out mana could annihilate hundreds or thousands.

    If I was to condense mana and wield it, it would become a much more formidable mass attack than a mere sword dance.

    "I understand why those in the domination stage can rival mages."

    Each time I coveted to wield mana to verify my power, I felt exhilarated again.

    I feared I might become addicted to the intoxication with mana.

    "Hm, mmm..."

    I involuntarily hummed a cheerful tune.

    Feeling like every remnant of recent negative emotions washed away.

    In the waves of mana, I enjoyed the unique, intoxicating sensation as if I was drunk.

    Then, a chiming notification, which I set up just in case, rang out.

    "Phew..."

    Immediately, I exhaled deeply and gathered my mana.

    That sound a moment ago signaled the end of the training.

    Right as predicted, the number at the lower part of my view had changed.

    "One hundred percent."

    No sooner had I registered that number did the familiar message rush up the screen.

    「The second trial begins.」

    「Face your own errors, Inheritance Candidate.」

    「Restricted abilities for the Inheritance Candidate.」

    Upon checking the content, the view distorted.

    I felt slightly dizzy, and my body even wobbled.

    With the ability restricted, my body reverted to that of a robust adult.

    'I don't know what will happen...'

    There's a need for caution now that abilities are lost.

    But first, I must regain my balance.

    Barely mustering strength to stand upright, someone held onto my arm to help me up.

    'Who could it be?'

    Surprised that someone else was here in such a desolate space.

    Tensing up, I managed to stabilize myself.

    At that moment, the distorted view reverted, and my shoulders unknowingly tensed up.

    Too many people were surrounding me.

    Quickly, I glanced around to take stock of the situation.

    The thick aroma in the air.

    Murmurous gatherings of people.

    Visibly black clothes and white flowers.

    It only took those fragments of information to realize where I was.

    'A funeral hall...?'

    Questioning why I was here, other familiar sights filled my eyes.

    Familiar people, hallways, wreaths, and inscriptions.

    If my memory wasn't flawed, everything before me reminded me of the funeral for my parents.

    As realization dawned, my heart began to pound hard like a drum.

    "Hyunwoo."

    Just as expected, the voice I occasionally recalled in dreams echoed.

    Turning my creaky head, I looked to my side.

    There, filling my vision, stood the man who supported my wavering self.

    "Are you okay?"

    If we ever meet again, I won't let you live peacefully.

    The man I cursed countless times in my heart was my uncle, Kang Wonho.

    "I will stay here. Go to the twins. They need you by their side."

    As soon as his face entered my view, my fingers twitched.

    I was desperate to strangle him.

    Damned System
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    If I had actively sought it, it wouldn't have been impossible.

    Most of my mother's acquaintances worked in the legal field, and she had many friends among the police officers.

    Moreover, I was born in a time when the internet culture connected the world.

    If I had set out to find him, there would have been a chance.

    But I did not.

    "I just reported him, that's all."

    A warrant was issued for Kang Wonho, but I did not make any separate efforts to find him.

    It was not out of some misguided arrogance, avoiding something because it seemed too dirty.

    "The money and time it would take to find him weren't worth it."

    There was no guarantee that the man I found again would have my parents' inheritance intact.

    What I learned after Kang Wonho fled with the fortune was that he was a gambling addict and had accumulated significant gambling debts.

    If I went through the trouble and expense of finding him only for him to be empty-handed?

    "That would have been an even greater failure."

    So I decided to use all my time and the money I earned on my younger siblings.

    "That was the best decision I could make back then."

    Instead, I buried the grudge deep within my heart.

    In case I ever met him again, I planned to repay the betrayal of that day.

    I occasionally recalled his face, remembered his voice, and reminded myself of his habits.

    Just in case I randomly encountered him one day, somewhere.

    "In the 8 years that have passed."

    On Earth, it must be the peak of July's summer now.

    In about a month, it would mark the 8th anniversary of my parents' passing.

    Even after such a long time, I remembered Kang Wonho vividly.

    Likewise, I did not forget the grudge he left behind.

    This is why, even though I knew it was an illusion, the intent to kill, honed through years of continued slaughter, flowed out freely.

    What kind of feeling would it be if I broke that neck right away?

    "Hyunwoo, don't worry too much."

    Kang Wonho, who was merely a figment of my imagination, was acting as a kind uncle, displaying hypocrisy.

    "I'm here, aren't I? In time, everything will be fine."

    Each time his words continued, my fingertips twitched involuntarily.

    My eyes turned cold as I looked at the hand placed on my shoulder.

    "Should I just break it?"

    I felt as if watching that man scream in pain as I snapped his fingers would lighten my mood.

    Despite the many impulses tormenting me, I did not extend my hand in the end.

    Neither did I strangle Kang Wonho.

    Because I clearly remembered the sentence I saw before my vision blurred.

    "Confront your errors."

    There was no indication in that short phrase to contain or correct the mistake.

    So I focused on literally confronting it.

    If I couldn't endure past regrets and acted differently from before.

    'The trial could end in failure.'

    I could not let my past mistakes ruin my future.

    I suppressed the boiling intent to kill, allowing every situation to pass as it was.

    'It's not pleasant.'

    I revisited the times when I couldn't enter the house full of my parents' remnants after the funeral, thus neglecting the twins.

    The times when a void, as if the world had collapsed, engulfed me.

    The time spent lost in reality, only witnessing everything.

    At the end of all piled mistakes, finally.

    "You just need to sign here."

    When the hypocrite handed over the papers, and the barren moment of signing them arrived.

    I didn't close my eyes or turn my head away.

    I stared at the signature completed by my hand with bitter sentiment.

    'If it weren't for this, maybe things wouldn't have gotten that bad.'

    After my parents died, the first right to inheritance belonged to me and the twins.

    Even though Kang Wonho had become the legal guardian due to familial ties.

    He couldn't convert or dispose of the inheritance passed on to us siblings based on his own will.

    That should have been normal, but...

    'I messed everything up.'

    By signing the power of attorney Kang Wonho presented.

    ''It was granting him full authority over all financial transactions.'

    Kang Wonho persuaded me by saying we had to quickly manage debts, taxes, and medical bills from my parents, else it would cause trouble later.

    Thinking anything related to my parents was too hard to handle, I left it to him and signed away, as per his guidance.

    "Even though as a minor then, the signature should have been invalid."

    Unfortunately, the bank staff and lawyer joined in on asset seizure, thus the power of attorney was used as intended.

    'Greed over that much money was inevitable, but I was naive.'

    The inheritance left to me and the twins then wasn't small.

    Since I was of an age capable of discernment, I clearly remembered how affluent our household was.

    'The land from our maternal grandparents was substantial, too.'

    Our maternal family had been long-time residents and prominent figures in Jeju.

    Both my maternal grandfather and mother were only children, leading the land passed onto us being far from small.

    With my father's personal assets and various real estates and liquid assets across the regions, it totaled in the billions.

    'It must've been enough for Kang Wonho to convince his accomplices.'

    Thus, actions that should have been legally impossible were secretly conducted.

    Since it was illegal asset seizure, he fled overseas instead of engaging in a legal battle in Korea.

    And as all of this unfolded, I wandered unknowingly.

    Then, about a month later, a call came from Jinwoo.

    Initially, I planned to ignore it.

    But Jiing, jiing, jiiing.

    After over ten missed calls accumulated, I suspected something was wrong.

    With a nervous heart, I answered the call, only to hear a sobbing voice.

    『Hyung, hyung, strange people came to the house... they yelled, trying to chase us out... I'm scared.』

    When I wasn't going to school and barely returned home, feeling estranged from my siblings.

    Being asked to come home because Jinwoo was scared jolted me to my senses.

    When I rushed over, an unbelievable scene unfolded.

    "How can you still be here?"

    "We've transferred the full payment already!"

    "We don't know your situation, just vacate the house immediately!"

    There could have been excuses.

    I was just eighteen then, dealing with the shock of losing my parents.

    Even for the twins, I wasn't strong enough then.

    The sky that protected me, legally and economically, had disappeared.

    I literally had no room to think about money, assets, or future.

    'But it's just an excuse.'

    It was the most terrible failure of my life.

    'Even seeing it again, it's pathetic.'

    Fortunately, we had people willing to help.

    My parents' friends, colleagues, acquaintances, and even school alumni.

    Many offered help which allowed us to settle the debts from urgent medical procedures needed for my parents.

    'I nearly had a stroke when they called saying the hospital bills weren't sorted.'

    If we had to pay off the hospital bills, life would have been multiple times harder.

    Thankfully, that worst-case scenario was avoided with surrounding help.

    'But that was it.'

    They weren't our family, nor were they responsible for my siblings or me.

    Therefore, they had no obligation to raise us.

    That's what being strangers entailed ultimately.

    With the energy they had, they had to care for their own children, which was understandable.

    Among them, the only one who reached out a hand was Jonghun.

    Suddenly left on the streets, we could stay at his house.

    "Just focus on finishing school. You need to go to college. Have you given up on your dream of becoming a prosecutor?"

    Jonghun sincerely welcomed and tried to protect us siblings.

    But we couldn't stay there long.

    'Because I discovered his wife was abusing the twins.'

    At some point, I trembled seeing Yeonwoo's thighs covered with dark bruises.

    "I understand."

    Yes, logically thinking now, I could understand.

    "I mean, burdening someone with not one but three children suddenly must have been overwhelming."

    I was a high schooler often out of the house, but the twins were different.

    They were home more often than not, which must have stressed her.

    However, understanding logically and emotionally is different.

    My mind felt like it was burning white.

    "I'm not hurt, it'll heal soon! And the lady... uh, uh... It was because I made a mistake first...."

    Seeing Yeonwoo, unable to complain about pain, blaming herself, I couldn't lift my head.

    Because I felt too miserable and pathetic.

    On top of it, whenever fights broke out between Jonghun and his wife because of us, it felt like the ground was collapsing beneath my feet.

    Everything began with me and my mistakes.

    The experiences then made me more cautious, always suspecting, and guarded.

    From then, I promised myself never to tolerate failure again.

    Also, I vowed to do anything for my siblings.

    Somehow, even if at my expense, I planned to compensate.

    It was my sense of duty, guilt, and compulsion.

    I regretted the foolishness and wandering of that day to the point I couldn't forget Kang Wonho.

    'If this is all the second trial entails, it's rather anticlimactic.'

    For my regrets weren't enough to crush me again.

    'Hmph.'

    I smugly watched the streaming of past events.

    In many ways, I had changed since then.

    I didn't avert from despair but fell and rose again.

    'I've built things anew upon rising.'

    It's not logical for me to crumble over the same thing again.

    'Though it's unpleasant.'

    Knowing time can't reverse, I didn't despair further.

    'I'd better spend it preparing tuition for the kids.'

    For me, worse than the current situation was having to make tragic choices to save my precious ones.

    The most challenging part of the second trial was suppressing the intent to kill Kang Wonho.

    Moreover, with time, guilt surpassed my resentment.

    Staying longer at Jonghun's house seemed to threaten his family.

    It was then I realized I had to stand independently.

    "Worried about growing distant from Jaehyuk as well."

    With money Jonghun had arranged, I found a small rented place.

    From there, I methodically raised my siblings with my own efforts.

    Upon achieving independence, the surroundings turned vividly white.

    Returning to the space where Palao's sanctuary lay.

    "Is it over...?"

    Is this the end? With bitter expression, I surveyed the space.

    Golden eyes, familiar yet never acquainted.

    "Palao..."

    Even at a quiet call, Palao's gaze remained fixed on me, unyielding.

    Seemingly wanting to say something, or perhaps seeking something in me.

    "What on earth is it you want from me? Could you please express your intentions more clearly?"

    Frustration launched my words, but, as always, there was no response.

    After some time exposed to its indecipherable stares...

    Flicker.

    As if the light of a bulb switched off, the golden eyes watching me disappeared.

    「The successor candidate has confronted their errors.」

    「The trial concludes.」

    「The ability limit of the successor candidate will be lifted.」

    Messages appeared in succession.

    My eyebrows drew upward, sketching discontent.

    "Is it truly over?"

    Dumbfounded and suspicious, it felt like leaving work incomplete.

    「Would you like to inherit the divinity left by Palao? (Y/N)」

    Nonetheless, a system window appeared clearly in front of me.

    "Well then, yes."

    Taking a breath, worried it might hurt dirty again, I pressed the button.

    Thankfully, no pain followed this time.

    The overwhelming divinity entering my body was slightly taxing.

    "Phew..."

    An oppressive feeling inside, packed and solid.

    Yet, over the discomfort, I focused all nerves understanding foreign information imprinted into memory.

    In the beginning, it was conversations never before shared.

    - I see potential, and you see probabilities.

    - By seeing together, we might find hope.

    In the end, seeing an unfamiliar person in my vision.

    Long black hair down to her ankles.

    Eyes bright like leaving trails as she moved.

    And the divine aura emanating from the unfamiliar existence.

    "...... Meferoseta?"

    As soon as I realized the identity of the person before me, the memory abruptly cut off.

    Damn System
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    After accepting the immense divinity, the sensory information was more vivid than before.

    "That just now..."

    Circumstances suggested that it was perhaps a memory of Palao.

    Did she conspire with Meferoseta about something?

    Unfortunately, there wasn't much to discern from just fragmented information.

    'Another mystery.'

    It was frustrating, but I knew this would eventually resolve itself as I continued to gather divinity.

    Considering the hidden mission count had increased, there was no doubt about its conclusion.

    Now, it was time to leave here.

    'According to Gilenios, this place is under the lake.'

    Indeed, as I dug through the ground, water gushed forward.

    Forcing through the water pressure and squeezing my way through the opening, I found myself at the bottom of a large lake.

    Since swimming wasn't an issue, I paddled my arms and legs vigorously upwards.

    Each time I neared the surface, 'thud, thud.'

    Strong vibrations were felt even underwater.

    Moreover, the outline beyond the distant surface was flashing.

    As soon as I poked my head out of the water,

    Boom-!

    With a massive explosion, fire and debris erupted nearby.

    It was indeed a grand welcome back.

    Even from my vantage point near the lake, it was evident that everything wasn't right.

    The cliff, extending northward, was not only deeply cratered but also charred black.

    The canyon stretching southward was partially crumbled.

    I could somewhat grasp how fierce the battle had been.

    As I looked up at the sky, stained red by the blazing fires from all directions, I promptly exited the lake.

    I couldn't let the guests I summoned continue fighting indefinitely amongst themselves, could I?

    'I should take my turn as well.'

    This was the perfect opportunity to unleash my magic freely in real combat.

    * * *

    The narrow Orkal canyon turned into a scene of chaos.

    "Roar!"

    "Where do you think you're going!"

    "Aagh! My arm!"

    Beastfolk and monsters intertwined in a desperate attempt to kill each other.

    At the heart of the pandemonium stood Horfe, recalling a conversation from a few days ago.

    That day was one week after they returned beyond the barrier following several months of fighting.

    Not a particularly joyful day, to be honest.

    K, who visited Horfe that day, cut to the chase.

    - I heard you were interested in migration. Do you still feel the same?

    That was precisely what Horfe was waiting for.

    Yet his anticipation had met roadblocks, as he hadn't easily received answers.

    - Will you take us away if we wish? Your people delayed the answer, saying it's hard to give a definitive response.

    - It's not a matter of taking you. We simply can't do it.

    On that day, Horfe learned despair from K.

    - However, I know a way.

    Fortunately, despair came with a hint of hope.

    Horfe had no reason to refuse that hope.

    - We understand the Beastfolk will join us.

    As a result, the Beastfolk promised to abandon their homeland and settle in another world.

    The price was assisting K by offering their power to protect the new world.

    Until now, they had lent their strength to the humans of Bihar, and now they would lend it to the humans on Earth.

    Though their situation hadn't changed much, leaving that dreaded place was significant.

    'We can establish a new home wherever we end up.'

    What mattered were the lives and futures of his kin.

    Knowing this well, leaving behind the homeland held no hesitation.

    After all, it wasn't a place filled with fond memories.

    "Roar!"

    While Horfe was deep in thought, an impending roar and presence drew close to him.

    One might expect surprise at what seemed like an unexpected ambush, yet Horfe indifferently swung his left hand.

    Pop.

    A clear, crisp noise sounded as the head of the general-rank charging at him burst.

    "Sniff."

    Subconsciously, Horfe snorted.

    Having spent much time on battlefields, this had become a habit.

    The burnt smell, mingled with black blood sizzled by the corpses' heat, was unbearable.

    After dispatching a monster and snorting as usual.

    "Oops..."

    Horfe's hand, which had burst the head of a general-rank, halted in midair.

    With the habit of fighting monsters, a particular request came to mind.

    - If they have intelligence, please capture them instead of killing.

    - I want to learn something.

    It was a request K personally made, although it didn't always go as planned.

    Accustomed to killing, there were frequent mistakes.

    "Uh oh."

    While awkwardly dusting his hands, Horfe grabbed the carcass of the general-rank.

    Since K also asked to bring the bodies if capture was impossible, he planned to take this back.

    'Still, I managed to capture a few, so a mistake or two should be okay, right?'

    Dragging the corpse, Horfe inched forward and slaughtered the surrounding monsters.

    Thanks to this, the magician general-rank entities were dealt with swiftly.

    However, lesser creatures still swarmed around.

    'They really come incessantly.'

    Their likely target was the divinity sensed from the lake.

    While pondering this, Horfe instinctively coiled his tail around a nearby beast.

    'I have no clue what they plan to do with that divinity.'

    Horfe held no interest in the divinity.

    Not only did he not believe the gods corrupted by association with humans, but he also knew that divinity wouldn't secure his kin's future.

    As long as K kept his promise regarding migration, Horfe didn't care about what he did with the divinity.

    He even considered offering help if needed.

    Before that, the pesky monsters needed clearing out.

    "Sniff."

    Sniffing again, Horfe roared.

    "Roar!"

    Responding, the beastfolk fighting around him withdrew.

    At the same moment, Horfe's magic unfurled in all directions.

    Thud, thud, thud!

    Massive blue energy crushed everything in its path.

    Such was the impact that rocks tumbled down the canyon, and cracks appeared on the cliffs.

    Monster cries and their blood filled the canyon.

    Suddenly,

    "Huh?"

    Horfe's ears perked up, his nose twitching.

    He looked toward the deepest part of the canyon, where the Jamol Lake was.

    'The traitors gathered at the lake should have been annihilated...'

    They had maintained their position near the lake since preventing the daily-appearing monsters from heading inside.

    'This is the only path leading to Jamol Lake.'

    In the days following, no one had approached the lake from this route.

    So, if someone emerged from the lake, it could only be one person.

    The scent identified via his nose was familiar.

    The presence was undoubtedly K.

    Horfe focused on the presence of K, walking along the narrow path of the canyon.

    Though a human he knew familiar with, the aura was different.

    'His magic...'

    To be sure, Horfe directed some of his magic towards K's location.

    If it was a false sense, there wouldn't be any particular reaction.

    'But if it's correct...'

    Magic belonging to strange entities would be rejected fiercely.

    Now, just like this.

    "I guess I'll have to concede this time."

    With a chuckle, Horfe withdrew his magic, and K's mana filled the gap swiftly.

    And what followed differed from when Horfe's magic had enveloped the surroundings.

    "Wow!"

    Red magic began to sharpen, strand by strand.

    What Horfe witnessed made him exclaim in genuine admiration.

    It first took the shape of a sharp crescent.

    Clashing with the void and shredding the creatures momentarily.

    But it quickly changed form again.

    From a dagger to an arrowhead, and even to a round bead.

    The form metamorphosed several times, as if searching for what best suited it, until it became a thin, elongated shape with no discernible start or end.

    Only then, finally,

    "Screech."

    As if expressing satisfaction with its current state, the magic danced flamboyantly.

    The monsters' bodies encircling them were hacked down in rapid succession, and black blood sprayed around.

    As he watched, Horfe felt a shiver run through his fur.

    'At first, one would usually struggle with distinguishing between friend and foe, but....'

    K's magic maneuvered with a notable finesse.

    It pursued only the monsters, avoiding even barely brushing against the Beastfolk.

    Overall, it possessed a serene and steady yet fierce ambiance.

    So many facets differed from Horfe's overarching, suppressive magic.

    It highlighted just how meticulous and persistent K usually was.

    Feeling a hint of competitiveness growing within himself, Horfe wagged his tail.

    Part of him wanted to dive into that magic and test his mettle.

    'Now isn't the time for that.'

    Holding back his competitive urge, Horfe fixated his gaze on the path leading to the lake.

    Step by step.

    In a place ringing with monstrous roars, distinct footprints drew closer.

    The sheer presence instinctively tensed his body.

    'Seeing it firsthand, otherwise, I'd hardly believe it.'

    The human he met at first glance appeared weak and frail enough to break with a single punch.

    One who had struggled even with mana manipulation, needing relentless daily practice to overcome it, had reached the realm of mana domination in just a year or so.

    'They say the abnormal growth rate of outsiders is a blessing from their god...'

    Regardless, K's development speed seceded all conventions.

    No wonder his fur stood on end.

    Thanks to this, once again, Horfe could firmly believe that following the hope the young outsider would create was better than remaining here.

    At that moment, K emerged from the narrow path of the canyon.

    "You're here!"

    Horfe greeted him warmly.

    * * *

    Killing using ordinary mana wasn't exactly simple.

    'Manipulating widely spread mana is harder than I thought.'

    Moreover, maintaining the intended form was a struggle.

    I attempted swinging it in a sickle shape, but moving it as desired was tough.

    Considering each and every aspect required focus, reducing efficiency.

    While swinging 10 blades, the remaining 10 would remain idle, unable to move, you might say?

    Thus, after several trial and error attempts, I found a form that suited my movements best.

    Gradually adapting, hunting became increasingly swift and facile.

    Amongst it all, several 3-star and 4-star evolved species with increased resistance appeared.

    I replaced the moving mana with attribute mana.

    Due to its limited useable mana, the area I could cover drastically shrunk.

    "You're here!"

    Just then, Horfe's voice came through.

    The high-resistance monsters were dying off sequentially.

    After swiftly dealing with them.

    I approached Horfe while feeling a sense of achievement filling me.

    "Horfe, you came in person."

    I had solicited help from the Beastfolk for this matter, but hadn't anticipated his personal attendance.

    "It's more certain if I act personally."

    "Thank you for your concern in many ways."

    It seemed the unfamiliar mana that surged moments ago belonged to Horfe.

    'Thankfully, for now, it seems he withdrew his magic entirely.'

    Thanks to it, the arduous repulsion ceased to persist.

    'Reaching the mastery stage makes it clear.'

    Recognizing the difference between naturally occurring mana and mana completely absorbed by another.

    Not just seeing it as something I can absorb at any time, but as a potential contender that might devour me instead?

    It's a visceral, primal repulsion because it feels like one's existence is threatened.

    'Absorbing naturally affiliated mana already held notable resistance, but mana influenced by another exceeded that.'

    No doubt, Horfe felt similarly.

    I pulled my magic back into the core.

    Horfe simply watched quietly and then nodded, smirking as he spoke.
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    "I'm glad the rope I caught seems sturdy."

    I chuckled at the silly joke, letting out a sound like air escaping a balloon.

    "How's the situation?"

    "It seems to be over for now, but they'll keep coming. It's a method they often use. They exhaust you with numbers, then send strong ones to finish you off."

    Just then, a high-pitched whistling sound came from above.

    I looked up, but a high cliff obscured my view.

    However, seeing the blue dot moving on the map, it seemed there were Beastfolk who could fly.

    That sound must have been the signal they sent.

    Sure enough, Horfe, who looked up to the sky, said, "Looks like they're coming again."

    Again came the high-pitched whistle.

    "They say there's a bit of respite... How about it?"

    Horfe interpreted the second signal and asked.

    I shrugged and replied, "For now, I should join my companions."

    Messages started coming in urgently as soon as I got out of the lake, so I had to get to them.

    "I'll guide you. You lot take care of the corpses. If they pile up, we're the ones who suffer."

    "Yes!"

    Horfe instructed the surrounding Beastfolk to take care of the task and led the way.

    I followed him while checking the chat window occupying a side of my vision.

    - Kj: I'll leave a message for now. I haven't found out why they're gathering divinity or where it's stored, but I saw a record of a player's back among the monsters. Definitely a player, with the Earth insignia and Palao symbol.

    - K: Keep investigating. I'm heading there now.

    - Pudding: Yul is using authority now. There's no rush, so take your time.

    I had already suspected that there might be a traitor among the players.

    'There's nothing particularly caught by the intelligence network though.'

    I saw the possibility when I went to kill Zhang Tianyu.

    So, I wasn't too surprised when I read the news from Kim Yul.

    But the fact that the traitor was aligned with Palao.

    And that they had stayed in the same space as a general-rank enemy that had come for the divinity.

    Those two facts nagged at me.

    'Finelpenia's authority is certainly useful.'

    But extracting desired information from a vast record is a different matter.

    That's why I requested Horfe to capture monsters with intelligence at the general-rank or higher.

    Interrogations need to be conducted alongside reading records.

    Fortunately, when I emerged from the trial, a few more pieces of information were in hand.

    'A traitor could be...'

    I didn't care about why a player sided with the enemy.

    It could be a mere psychopath.

    A delusional person who resents the world.

    Perhaps a demon created by society itself.

    'Whatever the reason doesn't matter.'

    Those who sided with monsters were just enemies of mine.

    I held no interest in their reasons for turning back on Earth or humanity.

    I was always ready to eliminate any threats to the world where my family lived.

    However, I was curious about why a player appeared in the records Kim Yul mentioned.

    'It couldn't have been a chance encounter.'

    A traitor, a presumed player who joined Palao.

    It couldn't have been a coincidence that the person remained in the record of monsters that came here for the divinity.

    With this in mind, I reached the place where my party was gathered.

    "Woof!"

    The first to greet me was Rice Cake, who came running with ears perked up.

    The creature had grown to twice the size it was in Santorna, about as big as a medium-sized dog.

    I spread mana to it and looked around.

    Unlike the narrow passage we came through, this area was a bit wider, like an open space.

    And on one side, I saw Kim Yul holding the corpse of a general-rank monster.

    "K, over here!"

    Yang Taeho, who was next to Kim Yul, welcomed me.

    He was interrogating living monsters, with three general-rank monsters sitting dejectedly, drooling, and muttering.

    "Mage, mage... human mage..."

    I wondered why they kept repeating the same word.

    "They just keep saying this when asked about the divinity."

    Did they mean to give the divinity to a human mage?

    'The fragments of divinity in the corrupted area were most likely taken by those creatures.'

    I had to take it back somehow.

    'To do that, I need to know where they stored it.'

    Until I found out, I had to gather information without sparing any means.

    "They remain silent on where they took it, but they seem genuinely ignorant."

    "In that case, there's no need to keep them alive. Let's extract the attribute Mana Stones and hand them over to Yul."

    Yang Taeho nodded, lifting his hammer high.

    Then, in a clean strike, he handled the general-rank monsters without any unnecessary moves.

    Thud, thud, thud.

    For each head that burst, corrupted mana and attribute Mana Stones fell as spoils.

    'Two 2nd-grade attribute Mana Stones, one 3rd-grade.'

    I picked up the fist-sized orbs and turned to Horfe.

    "These would fetch a great price if sold to outsiders. Will you take them?"

    Horfe, who had been quietly observing me and Yang Taeho from a few steps away, wagged his tail and answered, "I do not need wealth. Since these seem precious to you, take them."

    Instead, he asked for good land when they crossed over to Earth.

    I answered candidly while gathering the Mana Stones, "I can't decide on your place of residence."

    "Hmm..."

    "I promise to do my utmost to help you settle."

    "If so, it cannot be helped."

    Though his slightly drooped tail seemed to show disappointment.

    Horfe didn't express any particular dissatisfaction and agreed.

    "That..."

    The conversation concluded when Yang Taeho, who had been watching, spoke.

    He hesitated, his lips moving several times like someone finding it difficult to speak.

    - Pudding: Those folks...

    Instead of speaking directly, he sent a message.

    - Pudding: They're helping us in return for coming to Earth, right? But can they really come with us? Didn't they say the gods bound them so they couldn't cross?

    Despite his roundabout way of expressing it.

    Yang Taeho's question essentially boiled down to,

    'Are you lying about taking them over and just using them?'

    I could roughly see how much he must have wrestled with this question.

    He didn't want to doubt me, but didn't want to mistreat the other side either.

    After considering it several times, he had finally asked.

    'Indeed, I haven't explained this part before...'

    Suppressing a wry smile, I replied.

    - K: There's not no way.

    The system clearly stated.

    If they're necessary for Earth, it'd take them, even if it meant taking risks.

    Upon confirming my explanation, Yang Taeho made a complicated expression.

    Then he added a few words.

    - Pudding: But would it be alright? There would be lots of problems if they came... You know, no ordinary person has seen folks that look like them.

    'I've worried about that part too.'

    Considering human nature to reject differences, noise would inevitably arise once they mingled.

    Yet, after several discussions with Lily, we concluded bringing them along was better.

    - K: We should be prepared to endure that.

    More than any societal issues that might arise from incorporating demihumans, we valued the force enhancement they would bring.

    - K: For now, with just players and Order troops, we can maintain the Biharin frontline.

    The stage named Biharin is not that wide after all.

    - K: But once the war shifts to Earth, many things would change.

    Earth is 14 times larger than the land the Biharin demihumans use.

    'Plus, there's an overwhelming number of countries.'

    Even just the leading countries wielding some influence, a club consisting of 249.

    That's merely the officially registered countries.

    If you count governments that separated through unilateral declarations of independence, the number would increase.

    In a completely different setting from Biharin, relying solely on players to protect Earth would be difficult.

    - K: During their help, we must secure more players and make them grow.

    By continuous additional recruitment, securing at least 80 million players was the target to reach before full-scale warfare began.

    Seeing the exact numbers made Yang Taeho's eyes widen in surprise.

    - Pudding: Isn't that an awfully large number?

    I watched Yang Taeho's reaction with a bitter smile.

    80,000,000.

    When written as an absolute number, it seems large, but.

    - K: It's just 1% of the 8 billion population.

    In relative terms, one could hardly call it plenty.

    To complete that relatively small figure, over 75 million more players needed to be selected.

    Just thinking about the divinity it would require made the path ahead seem daunting.

    But it had to be done.

    'Even the system agreed.'

    The system, too, judged that readiness for war could be managed only at that level.

    However, how much help would millions of Bronze-rank people be in the war?

    Earth urgently needed high-grade players.

    Yet, over a year since the game began, there was still no Platinum-rank player.

    'Even if they do emerge, it won't be many.'

    But if there already were combat-capable individuals at the caliber of Gold or Platinum rank?

    'They need to be brought over.'

    In what way or persuasion was necessary to convince them.

    - K: We've already negotiated with the government.

    A special autonomous region meant for immigrants would be created in Gyeonggi Province.

    Though not everyone would be going to Korea.

    'Originally, we planned to take everyone.'

    But Squad Leader Yang Jochul's advice, was taken into account.

    There would certainly be external pressure if Korea monopolized the Dwarves and Beastfolk.

    So, we decided to include some major powers and distribute them suitably.

    Korea, under their protection, would secure major figures and forces.

    'One way or another, the Beastfolk were mercenaries even on Earth.'

    Upon hearing the news, Yang Taeho's face became more complex.

    It seemed as though he had something more to say but found it hard to bring up.

    'He seems uneasy about bringing demihumans to Earth.'

    It was awkward to just leave it, so I decided to explain.

    - K: They're initially a race born with physical prowess equal to Silver and Gold-rank players.

    While there might be individuals who shy away from combat.

    There are hardly any inherently weak beings among them.

    If the entire population is combat-capable, they are clearly needed on Earth.

    - K: Unless they're insistent about not going, it's better to bring them over.

    Fortuitously, the Beastfolk showed initial interest in immigration.

    'Apparently, Horfe, who returned from the frontline, first initiated contact with the association.'

    I heard the news through Lily.

    It had been about two weeks, time-wise.

    Their interest in immigrating had a simple reason.

    'They're utterly fed up with the Order too.'

    Around the time Berta had invaded our base unannounced.

    Horfe and Ramon moved to the frontline, as I had predicted.

    Reportedly, they went to stop a massive army led by a legion commander-level.

    Unlike the marshal-level who often moves independently, a legion commander leads millions of monsters.

    It implies carrying around a number of monsters comparable to a country's population.

    It couldn't have been easy to engage in battles with those types.

    'They didn't even go there voluntarily.'

    The Order Headquarters compelled the Beastfolk to fight.

    'Wasn't there a threat to play their proper role after referring to the massacre that happened in Viceta?'

    A threat was made, demanding them to do their part as if they had caused all the trouble themselves.

    When I heard about it from Horfe, I was genuinely astounded.

    'Shameless fools.'

    They didn't directly punish the slave traders but just watched as the Beastfolk killed them, only to demand a price thereafter.

    Leaving them behind on this land was truly a relief.

    Just as I was thinking that, Yang Taeho finally broke the long silence and spoke again.
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    - Pudding: Then, what about the other civilians...?

    Instead of answering, I remained silent.

    It was a topic that always made me uncomfortable, no matter how many times it came up.

    As I had thought earlier, it was truly fortunate that we could leave behind the sly high-ranking officials of the Order here.

    Unfortunately, not everyone in Biharin was cowardly and cunning.

    Karmant Ephenel, the Supreme Commander of the Central Order Army's 1st Command and the apostle of Finelpenia.

    Greg Tembon, the Supreme Commander of the Southern Order Army's 3rd Command and the apostle of Temoria.

    There were also others, like Rashar, affiliated with the 3rd Command and the apostle of Palao, as well as Shamel Perlota.

    Some went out with the mission, stating that it was unfair to burden all the risks onto the Beastfolk.

    The Marquis Ephenel even died in that battle.

    'In my heart, I'd want to take such people with me.'

    They would undoubtedly be helpful in protecting Earth.

    But unfortunately, they weren't ones who would abandon innocent civilians and leave.

    Moreover, hundreds of millions of refugees without combat abilities wouldn't aid Earth.

    'They'd actually be a burden.'

    The system wouldn't take the risk to bring them along.

    'The only lives it must protect are those of Earth's humans.'

    Even under priority, players come before ordinary people.

    Because players have a higher chance of survival.

    'If they only survive, they can multiply again and reconstruct humanity.'

    The system's priority order doesn't stray far from this logic.

    Regrettably, I had acknowledged that the decision of the Damned System was the most rational and wise.

    'Above all, I lack the ability to relocate them despite the system's opposition.'

    Concerning this matter, there was truly nothing I could do.

    Thus, I remained silent like a loser, refraining from additional explanation.

    At the end of my silence, Yang Taeho gulped with a heavy expression.

    "Is there a problem?"

    At that moment, Horfe fixed his gaze on me and spoke.

    "I hear outsiders can communicate with each other without being noticed..."

    I replied before any misunderstanding could build up.

    "I did have a private conversation, but there's no problem with the Beastfolk's migration. I stake my neck on it."

    Yes, the migration of "Beastfolk" posed no problem.

    If Horfe continued to inquire, I was willing to provide more detailed explanations.

    'Once we move to Earth, there'll be those who try to abduct the Beastfolk.'

    Trust had to be firmly established before that could happen.

    However, the opportunity to extend the conversation with Horfe didn't arise.

    "Oh! Hyung, you're out early?"

    Because Kim Yul woke up at just the right time.

    I looked away from Horfe and asked Kim Yul.

    "This time it ended quickly. Did you see anything?"

    "Not much about divinity... But this guy and that guy."

    Kim Yul placed the body of a general-rank down as he spoke.

    "There's a player in another record. Brown hair, back of the head, height in the late 170s, if you look at the physique, it's definitely the same guy."

    Though the monster didn't directly converse or mingle with him.

    'Saw the player passing by from afar, huh...'

    What on earth was he doing amongst the monsters?

    "And the face?"

    "No one spotted him that closely. They were about two to three hundred meters apart. That human was on the wall, and they were waiting in the field outside."

    So the physical appearances were just brown hair and a build.

    Crossing my arms, deep in thought, Kim Yul stood up and spoke.

    "Want to see for yourself?"

    He even handed me a permission ticket for authority.

    "You didn't use it in Santorna and returned it. Use it if you want. There's still one left anyway."

    After a brief hesitation, I shook my head.

    'It's not like I can see the face clearly.'

    I couldn't waste authority just to view information already confirmed.

    But Kim Yul stayed persistent, practically foisting the ticket on me as he spoke.

    "Still, hold onto it."

    Seeing me not taking it, he elaborated.

    "If I faint like last time, you can't browse through records. Meanwhile, the captive you caught might escape, or I might die."

    What kind of change of heart had the previous incident caused in him?

    Currently, Kim Yul was talking about the worst-case scenario.

    Honestly, I didn't view this as a bad habit.

    Picturing the worst allows you to prepare, preventing anything from crumbling swiftly.

    Yet it wasn't pleasant hearing others talk about worst-case scenarios in front of me.

    "Oh, now that we're on the topic, take this too."

    Tak-

    Yang Taeho also took out his ticket and handed it over.

    It was to be used if something from last time happened again.

    I accepted the tickets they gave, feeling somewhat peculiar.

    'Having them is better than not, in case of the worst.'

    But that worst-case wouldn't come.

    I intended to make sure of that.

    'Once is enough for worrying about someone dying.'

    Moments after steadying my mind, a loud cry, "Beeeep!" was heard from above.

    A shadow swiftly skimmed past the clearing, clearly having wings.

    Simultaneously, dark dots began appearing at the edge of the map.

    Monsters were approaching within the detection range.

    I exhaled a brief sigh and raised my spear.

    'First, I need to deal with them.'

    Unlike Karlos's authority, which is used once and done, Finelpenia's authority lasted for a certain period of time.

    Therefore, Kim Yul decided to continue reading through the records.

    Since moving while perusing records was inconvenient, he stayed behind with Yang Taeho by his side.

    Thus, I ventured out on a hunt alone.

    'Breche, who came with Horfe, wanted to join, but...'

    I declined.

    I wished to test the new state I had just entered.

    This battle would serve as a good stage to push my limits.

    Horfe and I covered the west and south individually, while Breche, along with other Beastfolk, took the south.

    The north had giant cliffs, making access difficult.

    It was enough for the winged Beastfolk to patrol lightly and maintain vigilance.

    Heading south, where I was assigned, approximately tens of thousands of monsters swarmed in.

    Usually, being faced with such a horde alone would be quite pressuring.

    'And yet, I don't feel tense at all.'

    With a relaxed expression, I reinforced the mana spooled like thread.

    Each time the mana quivered, numerous monsters scattered black blood.

    However, the outcome wasn't quite satisfactory.

    "Grrrr!"

    "Keek!"

    The roars resonating from all around meant many of them were still alive.

    In many cases, rather than delivering a killing blow, I gave ambiguous injuries.

    There were more than a few parts of monstrous bodies flying towards me across the air.

    This time, an insect-like leg came hurtling, shedding black blood with a splat, which I deflected easily with gathered mana.

    "Tsk."

    In the process, a few drops of black blood splattered onto my cheek.

    Surprisingly, it didn't bother me much.

    The headache was more concerning.

    'The influx of information is overwhelming.'

    There were serpentine ones here, mammalian ones there, and monstrous ones resembling insects farther away.

    Information flooded in from everywhere touched by the yarn-like mana conjured, and it was taxing to handle without repercussions, being merely human.

    'Perhaps reducing the scope would help.'

    Upon severing the mana, which extended hundreds of meters, the headache slightly subsided.

    'Now for a counterbalance...'

    By brandishing the nearby mana.

    Whoosh!

    The mana, which severed a monster's neck, rocked upward.

    Its resonance spread like a wave, reaching monsters farther away.

    Regrettably, it stopped short of severing anything beyond an arm.

    'The only answer is practice.'

    Luckily, a stage conducive to solo rehearsal was set, perfect for practice.

    At times, explosions and booms came from other directions.

    But I focused on the immediate combat.

    "Hm."

    As time went on, the smell of blood thickened, and more and more monsters perished.

    With the practice bearing slow, yet definite fruit, I found a peculiar absorption in it.

    'Once more.'

    When the surging mana bisected dozens of monsters, a thrill coursed through me.

    At first, absorbing mana felt purely revolting.

    But now, it felt somewhat addictively pleasant, not bad at all.

    Right on cue, a general-rank monster with high resistance appeared.

    Four fireballs arced towards me.

    "......!"

    Involuntarily, my eyes widened.

    I seemed to catch a glimpse of the fireball's arrangement!

    Deciphering someone else's array meant attempting to break it.

    I quickly wedged my mana into the fireball's arrangement.

    "Tsk."

    Yet that first attempt ended in failure.

    I could see the array, but disrupting its structure eluded me.

    I kicked off the ground and leaped skyward.

    Thud, boom!

    The fireball aimed at me hit amongst the monsters, spewing fierce flames.

    In contrast, I stood on a barrier I created before landing in the throng of monsters.

    'Once more.'

    Another fireball soon followed as I briefly waited.

    This time, instead of blindly prodding the array, I calmly and accurately severed the connective part.

    Snap.

    The fireball flying through the air dispersed.

    "Aaargh!"

    Simultaneously, the presumed magic-using general-rank spewed black blood.

    I subdued it in an instant.

    During the ongoing battle, a smile lingered on my lips.

    The proficiency in Mana Domination had risen by 2% from that single battle.

    Of course, these weren't the only spoils of the battle.

    "So now I can break it, huh?"

    I muttered as I looked at the two fainted general-ranks.

    Having half-given up due to persistent lack of results despite training, the good news couldn't have been more welcome.

    'I can't fully see the array.'

    Instead, I could grasp the overall shape.

    Like a product's chassis is clear, but its internal components are semi-transparent.

    'This must be why Ahel told me to memorize other magic arrays as well.'

    The more you know about basic circuit structures, the more magics you can break.

    'Luckily, I know significantly more magics than ordinary players.'

    The magic absorbed through bounty hunting became the foundation for dismantling.

    Just as I was about to return upon finishing the battle, I received a message from Kim Yul.

    - Kj: When are you coming?

    - K: In 10 minutes.

    - Kj: Hurry up, hurry, hurry, hurry, hurry!!

    He began this out-of-nowhere cajoling in a text message.

    'What's with the sudden rush?'

    Wrinkling my brow, I scanned Kim Yul's chat.

    With no proper situational report, it seemed unlikely they were under surprise attack or had discovered something new.

    Yet, ignoring his hurry left me feeling uneasy, so I hastened my steps.

    Making my way back while carrying the general-rank.

    As always, my mind was filled with thoughts.

    'The general-rank is not enough.'

    Advancing required capturing them.

    'On the contrary, when I'm unprepared and have no need, they pop up willy-nilly.'

    Once I've prepared and feel the need, they're nowhere to be seen.

    Life often goes that way, but at times like this, it's understandably frustrating.

    'What to do...'

    Though having retrieved divinity, it felt as if there was so much more to gain; withdrawing now seemed regrettable.

    'Surely, they wouldn't have sent only general-rank monsters.'

    No matter how intelligent, general-ranks are intellectually inferior to humans.

    This affair involved substantial divinity.

    Sending only general-ranks wouldn't suffice.

    'Surely there's a general-rank or a proper mage somewhere.'

    Yet, locating them through the map remained arduous.

    Should I forfeit and withdraw?

    'That can't be an option.'

    We had Horfe, a strong reinforcement, after all.

    Since they aimed for divinity, it seemed unlikely they'd quit while I lived.

    Therefore...

    'A siege might be necessary.'

    Thanks to the gift and auction features, provisioning isn't a concern.

    So, endure until they surface, unable to cope with sustained patience.

    'If they know I and divinity remain here, they won't easily withdraw.'

    By the time my thoughts settled, I'd reached where Kim Yul and Yang Taeho were.

    And as soon as I arrived, I came to an abrupt halt.

    "Shall we give more potions?"

    "Why bother?"

    "They should be alive for my hyung to consume them."

    "They're hardy and hard to kill. If they wake up, they'll only become a hassle. And they might try eating you before K consumes them. Unlike K, you look scrawny; be cautious."

    The scene before me was vastly, perhaps altogether different from what I'd observed hours ago when I left this place.
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    "Wow... It might be quite the insulting comment, but I'll let it slide. Even if they wake up, uncle will handle it, right?"

    "Hmm..."

    "What's with that reluctance on your face?"

    "I'm reluctant, that's why. If they wake up, that's your fault in the first place, then why should I suffer again?"

    "Well... even if it seems like I'm about to die, you won't help me?"

    "Hmm..."

    "Is that really something you need to ponder over so seriously?"

    "But you're noisy. If I save you, you'll just make a fuss again..."

    The nonsensical conversation between Kim Yul and Horfe left one speechless.

    The stack of general-rank corpses piled up next to Kim Yul was enough to form a small hill.

    'There must be about 10 of them.'

    If that had been all, it wouldn't have been too surprising.

    Since they were already dead, they wouldn't provide mana, nor would they yield any additional attribute mana stones.

    However, the ones Horfe was sitting on were different.

    'One, two, three... Nine.'

    Nine stars were hanging above the heads of these corpses.

    'And two of them at that.'

    Moreover, the bodies of those two were slightly twitching.

    'Two of the living nemesis-rank.'

    I couldn't help but gulp at the sight.

    "Oh, K."

    At the right moment, Horfe noticed me and waved a hand.

    "I caught them since it's been a while since some robust ones appeared amidst all the killings."

    I swallowed another gulp, tightening my grip on the spear.

    「Seizing the target's status.」

    「The title Sprout of Divinity grows a little more.」

    「Seizing the target's status.」

    「The title Sprout of Divinity grows a little more.」

    The comfort of taking a long-awaited bus ride was excellent.

    *

    Thunk, thud!

    Intense impacts powerful enough to shake the very ground continued one after another.

    Each tremor felt like an earthquake had hit, causing the proud steep cliffs and rocks of the Orkal Canyon to collapse.

    What was left was barely recognizable as a canyon, now a field of rubble where black and blue mists clashed violently as if devouring each other.

    The magic soaring at intervals couldn't be ignored either.

    The result of the confrontation between the nemesis-rank and mages brought hurriedly against Horfe.

    Someone was observing their battle from a distant, lone rocky mountain that was unreachable to the naked human eye.

    "That beast is just as unhelpful as past and present."

    The voice emanating from the observer was a pleasant soprano.

    Mid-length blonde hair.

    Bright blue eyes.

    Distinct and finely-drawn facial features.

    She possessed such a striking appearance that anyone passing by would likely do a double-take; the woman was Eril Jesiar.

    Once considered a prodigious mage destined to become the new owner of the Ferrell Tower.

    Although that title vanished after she deserted the demi-human race with her mentor.

    There wouldn't be anyone denying that Eril was a genius.

    The water mirror she crafted was good enough to reflect the events happening hundreds of meters away.

    But this genius had her fingernails in her mouth as she watched the scene reflected in the water mirror.

    Gnaw, gnaw.

    'I didn't expect the beastfolk to intervene.'

    The situation began to seem strange when those sent to retrieve the divinity did not return.

    Things were turning out to be a spectacle.

    'What reason does Horfe have to personally assist the outsiders so actively?'

    'What a mess this is, thanks to those beasts.'

    Gnawing, biting.

    Eril remained gnawed by the situation that was irritating in several ways.

    They should have finished the retrieval and returned by now, according to the plan.

    'It would have been simple to capture him on the spot when we met in Santorna.'

    A mistake made from being blinded by the mana of blooming white flowers.

    She was consumed by the thought of extracting the core, forgetting everything else.

    The habit of getting engrossed in something and losing track of everything around her was one reason she was hailed as a genius.

    But knowing she missed an opportunity left her sighing.

    'No, what's the point in regretting?'

    Past mistakes are rectified with efforts in the present.

    'I just need to capture him this time around.'

    For that, she had to separate Horfe from the target.

    Despite being a lauded genius, facing Horfe alone was no simple task for Eril.

    Facing Horfe in person, having her magic breached, and getting caught up in close combat would be troublesome.

    'He can see right through any array I build, so there's no other choice.'

    Hence why she had dispatched four nemesis-level creatures to bound Horfe.

    Fortunately, things were progressing according to her plan until now.

    The problem was the outsider, the target, was nowhere to be seen...

    "Where on earth is he?"

    Just an hour ago, she had seen Horfe with him.

    The other outsiders accompanying him were still at their positions.

    So why was the primary target invisible?

    Eril furrowed her search across the canyon with water mirrors to find any trace of the outsider.

    Despite even employing detection magic, the distinct red mana of the outsider was elusive.

    Whether he had soared into the sky or plunged underground...

    "Wait a minute."

    Yes, the target, with mana interwoven with all elements, might have hidden underground.

    Eril hastily expanded the detection range.

    Swish!

    Simultaneously, there came the sound of something slicing through the air.

    While she was whirling around to ascertain the direction of this progressively nearing sound.

    Eril sensed an alien mana moving—not hers.

    She encased herself with layers of various defense magics.

    In a split second, an electric-type mana encircled her, creating menacing sparks.

    Crackle, crack.

    Rope-like structured mana ensnared the water barrier she had conjured.

    Witnessing this, Eril narrowed her brows slightly.

    'It's not magic.'

    No array existed.

    Yet, here the attribute mana deviated from its natural form to take such an abnormal shape.

    'I was skeptical when I heard the report.'

    It signified the owner of this mana was indeed capable of mana domination.

    Thus, the shattering of her magic was unavoidable.

    Indeed, the outermost transparent ice wall began losing form, melting away.

    Albeit slower than the dominators she knew.

    Still, to have an ordinary person being able to shatter magic.

    'This peculiar being seems remarkable.'

    Eril, frowning, swiftly dispersed the mana that had begun coalescing toward the heart due to the shattering.

    She implemented a new magic faster than the opponent could shatter the magic.

    At the core of all defensive magic, she crafted a solid dome mixing mud and rocks.

    Securing safety was a priority for mages.

    She hesitated not to utilize the mana stored within the accumulated magic tools.

    Although it entirely cut off her view, there was no issue for Eril.

    "Just have to unfold water mirror within the dome, what's the problem?"

    The previously severed view was restored through magic.

    Eril, observing through the multitude of water mirrors, traced the target's mana.

    Since the target presented himself, she aimed to seize this opportunity.

    As she scrutinized, her gaze slowly turned upward.

    Above her head, a silhouette barely visible to the naked eye—the mana's owner stood a considerable distance away.

    Reflected in the water mirrors, the outsider standing on a red-shaded barrier in midair emerged.

    So, he hadn't burrowed underground but had soared into the sky.

    'He descended from beyond detection range, it seems.'

    As she focused on the outsider, a small smile curled the corner of Eril's mouth.

    A being capable of mana domination opting to support himself with a magical barrier?

    "What does this guy think he's doing?"

    A capability to split and utilize barriers as needed, it seemed?

    How dare he flaunt his ability before her?

    Eril licked her lips, contemplating.

    'Should I toy with him a little?'

    A sadistic impulse that arose momentarily.

    Recalling her earlier blunders, no reason existed for a repeat of such folly.

    'That's a fool's errand.'

    It was a narrative unrelated to the world of a genius like her.

    'Toying can wait until after capture.'

    Snorting, Eril breached the barrier on which the outsider stood.

    Though the distance made it take a touch longer than usual, it was far from impossible.

    As the outsider began falling without much reaction, he was laughing.

    Seeing his expression vividly through the water mirrors made Eril's cheek twitch.

    'Arrogant child.'

    Even last time, he had the nerve to wag his tongue recklessly.

    'He seems to have quite some guts.'

    Watching this guy's nonchalance being utterly crushed might not be a bad sight.

    With a contemptuous smirk mirroring the outsider's, Eril began crafting offensive magics.

    A jet of water surged skyward toward the falling outsider.

    Eril planned to encase him within her water and sever the tendons in his limbs.

    "Tch."

    But she had to click her tongue the moment the barrage began.

    Hiss-!

    The flames spread outward, evaporating all water jets, generating a massive vapor cloud.

    'Not a shatter but a neutralization?'

    It wasn't merely a failed attack attempt to be brushed off.

    That guy surely knew how to shatter magic.

    But he opted for neutralization, using fire—an opposing element to water—rather than the stronger earth element.

    'Does he know about the water mirror and me?'

    Water mirror materializes the image reflected on the water surface.

    More reflections would naturally decrease precision.

    The outsider aimed for that weakness.

    Indeed, it was hard to clearly view the outsider amidst the thick cloud of steam.

    By the time the steam was cleared to regain sight.

    Several fireballs commenced their descent.

    He would know a simple magic like that wouldn't affect her.

    'He must have some trick...'

    She halted midway through her thought as Eril's smile widened further.

    Having a tactical mind match against a mutant daring to covet noble mana.

    Eril's eyes gleamed as she generated a water veil, enveloping the airspace.

    She intended to crush the haughty spirit of the outsider.

    Even though the distance between the airborne outsider and herself had considerably lessened, her magic had only been breached or neutralized.

    Yet, she continuously failed to hold the outsider down.

    Even then.

    "This!"

    The outsider wielded his spear, thrusting deeply into the array of her ice prison.

    He didn't halt there; a series of bursts erupted at the feet of the falling man.

    Further accelerating what was already a rapidly descending trajectory under gravity.

    'Surely adept in close combat as well.'

    A typical trait among outsiders.

    Assuming roles both of knights wielding weapons and mages casting magic.

    Not excelling particularly in either but managing to handle both.

    Most often caught between the two, being neither here nor there.

    But among them, there were those who could become troublesome if left alone.

    'Like that one.'

    Feeling a faint sense of urgency, Eril unleashed an enormous amount of mana.

    Adding to it the frost mana stored in her magic tools.

    About a hundred ice lances surged sequentially into the air.

    In the face of large-scale magic, the outsider swung lightning-induced mana, unleashing those sparks.

    Clang, clang!

    The electric-type mana directed by the outsider deflected the ice lances.

    At this, a grin appeared upon Eril's lips.

    Without delay, she executed teleportation magic using spatial mana stored in the magic tools.

    The resituated ice lances now falling from above the outsider.

    Rising from below and falling from above.

    While the outsider swung mana to fend off the ice lances, Eril prepared three different magics simultaneously.

    But she hadn't executed them yet.

    'A little more.'

    Eril patiently anticipated the outsider drawing a little closer, licking her lips.
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    Chapter 44. Scheme (5)

    'I'm not like those amateurs who recklessly cast magics without thinking.'

    She understood the mutual interactions and hierarchy of mana, and she knew how to strategize accordingly.

    Thus, she needed to strike before giving her opponent a chance to respond adequately.

    'The dispelling speed is not too fast, so it's enough.'

    Eril waited patiently for a few more seconds and moved just as the outsider's spear was about to touch the dome she had created.

    Swish! A brilliant white light filled her vision before dissipating.

    She had used spatial movement magic to escape from the dome just before the outsider's attack.

    Having successfully extricated herself, Eril sought refuge among the jagged rocks that jutted out irregularly.

    Simultaneously, she completed the formation she had prepared at her escape spot, sealing her surrounding mana into her core.

    'Judging by the opponent's implementation speed, he won't be able to read the distorted mana waves caused by the movement magic.'

    In that case, it should be difficult for the outsider to find her, given that her mana was completely contained.

    'Now, let's see what he's got.'

    Slowly, mud figures started to rise around the half-destroyed dome.

    This was no ordinary mud.

    It contained acidic mana.

    If one were to attack them, the weapons or the limbs would inevitably corrode.

    The mud figures began to rush in, surrounding the outsider.

    "Heh heh."

    Now, let's see how you deal with this.

    Eril watched with half-anticipation as the outsider reacted.

    And then her expectations were met.

    Crackle!

    The outsider, standing next to the half-destroyed dome, momentarily released his mana all around him.

    Hiss.

    The mud figures began evaporating with steam rising from them.

    The evaporation caused the figures to crumble.

    Eril's eyes narrowed.

    'To counter it like this.'

    Instead of directly eliminating the obstacles, he simply removed the element of moisture.

    'Then this time...'

    Eril was about to make her next move when she heard an unexpected sound.

    "Hmmph..."

    Instinctively, she turned her head to see a white beast, akin to a snowball, crouched between the rocks.

    'That mana... what is that?'

    It was a life form with a mana structure she had never seen before.

    Curiosity toward the unfamiliar surged, but she had no opportunity to delve into it.

    The moment she locked eyes with the creature, she realized something was amiss.

    But by then, the space between her and the beast had already begun to distort.

    'Spatial distortion.'

    The outsider had used this magic before in front of her.

    The formation was indeed spatial distortion.

    'But why over there?'

    Typically, spatial manipulation mages targeted spaces close to their bodies for attacks.

    Distorting a space so far away wouldn't harm Eril.

    Or so she thought.

    She truly hadn't expected that right after overcoming the spatial distortion magic, a spear would spring forth.

    "Ah!"

    He had anticipated the breaking of the spatial distortion magic and threw the spear with all his might!

    Swish-!

    A sound cutting through the air was followed by a searing heat in her abdomen.

    Crack.

    The sound of something breaking echoed.

    Lowering her hardened head, a hole pierced her robe.

    And not just the robe—a hole had pierced her abdomen as well.

    The spear that penetrated her abdomen embedded itself into the rock behind her.

    "Cough!"

    Eril, spewing blood, felt her hand start to tremble.

    "Ah, ah, aahhh!"

    In all the battles she'd fought, she'd never suffered an injury like this.

    Before turning against the Demi-humans, knights sacrificed themselves to protect her.

    And after turning against the Demi-humans, monsters shielded her with their bodies.

    She believed all she needed to do was quietly extract the outsider.

    She thought traveling alone would avoid Horfe's attention.

    But that decision led to this injury she never expected.

    The excruciating pain that gripped her abdomen and made her insides flare up was enough to paralyze her reasoning.

    Healing, defense, counteractions—all faded away, leaving only one desperate thought.

    'Quick, I need to recover...'

    Eril pulled a potion from her subspace pouch.

    As she began pouring it over her stomach, a shadow loomed over her head.

    Thud.

    A blunt pain on the back of her head marked the onset of unconsciousness.

    *

    I had become aware of Eril Jesiar's presence since the previous afternoon.

    Thanks to Horfe mentioning he had seen a water mirror during a battle.

    'Rank 4 magic utilizing the refraction of water and light, along with spatial mana.'

    A pair of water mirrors would show each other's view in the opposite mirror.

    And that magic was Eril Jesiar's specialty.

    'It's said to be a magic she developed.'

    Realizing Eril was here in person, my fighting spirit naturally surged.

    Especially given I owed her from last time.

    'She must know more than the monsters.'

    I had plenty of reasons to capture Eril.

    Therefore, I feigned ignorance of her presence on this stage and continued hunting with Horfe.

    In effect, I kept Eril's attention fixed on Horfe and me.

    Meanwhile, I dispatched Rice Cake.

    'Using water mirrors implies she's nearby.'

    Thus, I instructed Rice Cake to find the target by any means.

    And today, after a day passed, Rice Cake spotted Eril standing alone atop a river rock and connected my vision.

    That was all I expected from Rice Cake's role.

    But lo and behold.

    During my engagement, Rice Cake, stationed at the back, linked her vision again.

    'Who would have imagined Eril would appear there?'

    I was troubled over the disappearance of the blue dot on the map, yet fortune was overwhelmingly on my side.

    Without a second thought, I confirmed Rice Cake's location and moved to intercept her.

    Approaching her as she lost her senses to pain and rendered her unconscious wasn't difficult at all.

    "Oh, my... this is... what a saint."

    Thanks to Rice Cake continuously sharing her vision, I clearly saw it.

    Eril, scattering in panic the moment the hole pierced her belly.

    'How sheltered must she have been, forgetting defense and counterattack just because of a single wound?'

    At the very least, she should have used spatial movement magic again or deployed defensive magic before any further attacks.

    'I expected more from an elite, but it ended sooner than anticipated.'

    If all mages were this vulnerable to injuries, developing strategies against them might not be difficult.

    While various thoughts diverged, I knelt down.

    Rice Cake immediately approached.

    "Woof! Woof woof!"

    As I petted the creature, seemingly begging for praise by clinging to my leg, a chuckle escaped my lips, a mixture of disbelief and amusement.

    "How did you end up moving exactly to where you were hiding?"

    Last time in Santorna, everything seemed to go awry.

    I felt like nothing was going right.

    But this time, everything flowed smoothly.

    As if the Goddess of fortune was smiling upon me.

    Could this merely be coincidence?

    'Although I'm not one to believe in gods.'

    If the flow was in my favor, I needed to seize this opportunity to achieve as much as possible.

    'I've already concluded that killing her is not an option.'

    Just as they had to keep me alive to recover my core.

    In my current ignorance of what Eril knew, I couldn't kill her without a thought.

    'The power of the Finelpenia isn't infinite.'

    There might be things I needed to learn from her alive.

    Hence, once I had knelt, I fastened restraints on Eril.

    I sealed my mana into those restraints.

    Now, only I could release them.

    'No matter how skilled a mage appears, without my mana, they can't disassemble this.'

    It was designed specifically to exclude interference from other mages.

    A magic tool developed by dwarves and mages collaborating to control mages.

    That's the origin of these restraints.

    Even though this was enough of a setback for Eril's hands, I purchased a Magic Stone from the store for added measure.

    'A high-rank binding magic that can contain mana.'

    The blue chains enveloped Eril, absorbing into her.

    I also didn't forget to strip Eril of her robe afterward.

    'She's adorned with an impressive array.'

    Seeing what Eril wore beneath her robe elicited a sincere exclamation.

    A thin armor protecting her vital core, adorned with brilliant jewels embedded all over.

    They were all Mana Accumulation Tools.

    'Eril's mana is like a swamp.'

    Grade 5 mana containing overlapping elements and depth factors.

    Yet, during battle, I observed considerable mana unrelated to hers.

    Not only ice but Telekinesis as well—it was not directly Eril's mana.

    So, I suspected she carried Mana Accumulation Tools.

    'I didn't expect this many, though.'

    Eril possessed a staggering total of eleven Mana Accumulation Tools.

    I carried merely two, inducing a sense of relative deprivation.

    They even had magic cast upon them to minimize their size.

    Among them was a red 7-star Mana Accumulation Tool.

    "I honestly feel like shouting 'Eureka', but..."

    I meant it. The red Mana Accumulation Tool was something I had never even seen before.

    Amid my incredulity, I swiftly collected the spoils.

    With this, even if Eril awoke, she wouldn't be able to do anything reckless.

    Effectively tying her hands and feet, severing even her tendons.

    After incapacitating Eril, I was about to return to Kim Yul's location, but then—

    Pong, pong, pong.

    Suddenly, ripples appeared around me.

    It was neither a waterbed nor any surface; it was as if vibrations were emanating from the empty air.

    Although it was unexpected, I wasn't flustered.

    I had experienced it once before.

    'I told them to establish minimal countermeasures against non-standard approaches, so this must be it.'

    In Bihar, without any prior symptoms, the space would abruptly split open.

    On Earth, when it tried to access me, this symptom had appeared as a prelude.

    And it seemed to have been filtered out here in Bihar as well.

    「The trait Capitalism activates.」

    「The system converts to support mode. Support target: Player Kang Hyunwoo.」

    「Abnormal connection detected. Attempting to block.」

    The system intervened with no apparent delay, but assurance wasn't in place.

    The ripples surfacing from the void repeatedly disappeared and reappeared.

    'Though it seems the system is blocking, that non-standard fellow doesn't seem inclined to give up easily.'

    Evidenced by the incessant arrival of similar messages.

    It wasn't hard to fathom why they were so persistently aggressive.

    'Perhaps it's because of this woman...'

    Until now, despite interrogating and recording generals and marshal ranks, they hadn't intervened this way.

    'She must be exceptionally knowledgeable.'

    In that case, I had to act before that non-standard fellow breached the system.

    'I had initially planned to bring her to Kim Yul while conserving authority, but...'

    Rather than squandering this opportunity while showing off ease, it was wiser to expend some authority.

    The ticket for using Finelpenia's authority appeared at my fingertips as various icons on the edge of my vision flickered with static.

    Then, it brought to mind something Gilenios had said.

    'He mentioned blocking another non-standard, didn't he.'

    Evidently, handling both simultaneously was quite taxing.

    Tap, tap, tap.

    Pondering the issue with fingers tapping on my knee, I finally spoke.

    "Just go."

    Without entering the white space, I couldn't receive direct answers from the system.

    However, I could still communicate my intent from my side.

    "I'll handle it myself."

    I promptly used Temoria's authority upon finishing my words.

    Yet, the system lingered, hovering and surveying my surroundings.

    Thus, I chuckled, dismissing the system's concerns.

    "Knowing myself as superior, I wouldn't have embedded such a thing in my body, would I?"

    Without that embedment, Temoria's Barrier wouldn't collapse as long as the authority-wielding entity endured.

    Not all-powerful, but still formidable as it is authority.

    "Let's chase after one rabbit each and not end up catching neither; let's each do one thing properly."

    Only then did the system retreat, looking over at me with a bittersweet gaze.

    'If you're leaving, do so with grace.'

    Scratching where the system's gaze had lingered, I clenched the remaining authority license in my hand.

    'Indeed, my current momentum isn't bad.'

    The authority of Temoria that Yang Taeho had given.

    The authority of Finelpenia that Kim Yul handed over.

    It seemed as if those two authorities had been waiting just for this moment to fall into my hands.

    This synchronicity in perfect timing couldn't just be coincidence.

    'It almost feels orchestrated by someone.'

    Though I couldn't logically elucidate it, I was filled with certainty that I would acquire what I desired from now on.

    Grasping Eril's neck with one hand, I activated Finelpenia's authority.

    Despite having experienced it once, the unfamiliar sensation overwhelmed me as past records, which mortal insight couldn't discern, poured in.
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    Chapter 244. Prelude to Dissonance (1)

    Like water pouring from a breached dam, the records Eril had accumulated surged towards me in an instant.

    I had to focus to catch the fleeting images passing by in the fierce current.

    A vast army of potentially hundreds of thousands.

    The sky, split and fractured.

    Floating land and the corpses of monsters in that sky.

    A dozen or so players gathered in a drinking party.

    Monsters whose bodies seemed awkwardly stitched together.

    Tiny golden glass shards no bigger than a fingernail.

    Humans engaged in a serious conversation.

    A giant over five meters tall.

    A fairy curled up in a corner, trembling in fear.

    A creature suspended in mid-air like a fish caught on a fishing line, half-human, half-fish.

    An infant shrinking and withering like a mummy at someone's touch.

    Amidst this deluge of countless scenes and times, so overwhelming I couldn't follow with my eyes, I caught a glimpse.

    "Palao's symbol."

    A Caucasian man with brown hair, height in the late 170s.

    A player with the features Kim Yul had described stood facing Eril.

    - Why aren't you saying anything?

    The moment I focused on that scene, a voice came through.

    - Aren't you in a position where you can't escape this damned land without me?

    The man, with a contemptuous gaze, looked over Eril's body.

    - Try to be a bit more accommodating. Maybe I'll take you to Earth when I become a god.

    He smirked while reaching out his hand.

    - Really, you act exactly as expected.

    Smack-!

    Eril's hand struck the man's cheek.

    - Ugh!

    At the same time, the man's body swelled, and streams of water gushed from his mouth, nose, ears, and every other orifice.

    - I understand that climbing is an instinctive trait for your inferior kind, but...

    - No matter what, it's troublesome for you to mistakenly believe that you've become something.

    - We were chosen from birth, but you're just a mutant, forcibly crafted with power shoved into you.

    Swooosh.

    The streams that were ravaging the man poured onto the ground.

    - Cough, cough!

    Eril, watching the man who was still vomiting water while lying on the ground, continued her icy and chilling speech.

    - If you act impudently one more time, I will dispose of you.

    - There's no law saying I can't make another makeshift replica right away, is there?

    - Remember, experimental subjects to replace you are plentiful.

    The meaning behind this series of information was simple.

    "Another Inheritance Candidate..."

    There was another Inheritance Candidate within the enemy who would inherit Palao's divinity.

    And the traitors were trying to use that person to free themselves from their shackles.

    A moment of revelation and shock simultaneously washed over me as I grasped the information I had sought.

    My hand gripped Eril's neck with increasing force, my mind buzzing.

    "Get a grip."

    But I couldn't remain paralyzed like this.

    I hadn't gained all that I wished yet.

    "I need to know the location."

    The place where the divinity gathered by the enemies was.

    The location of the other Inheritance Candidate that was not me.

    If not a specific name or map, then there had to be a clue that could identify the terrain.

    "Where, where is it?"

    I borrowed the power of authority to scour and examine Eril's records repeatedly.

    "That, filthy hand..."

    Then, suddenly, I felt the movement of someone else from my fingertips.

    I immediately withdrew from the past records allowed by the authority and returned to the present.

    As I opened my eyes, Eril, who had regained consciousness, was glaring at me fiercely.

    She didn't stop there, even exuding murderous intent while shouting.

    "Remove it immediately!"

    The sight of her yelling with such fierce eyes suited her quite well.

    Our positions had completely reversed since our first meeting.

    And yet, that prickly command-like response.

    I curled my lips in a derisive grin and retorted.

    "You'd better stay quiet if you don't want your neck snapped."

    I added unnecessarily that I wouldn't stop her if she wanted to see just how fast my hand could be.

    Eril bit her lip but ceased her defiance.

    Deprived of her magic right now, she was no different from an ordinary civilian.

    'The greatest weakness of a mage.'

    Enormous and singular power.

    Mages rely heavily on mana compared to knights.

    Therefore, when the mana is bound, they become utterly powerless.

    'She wouldn't want her knowledgeable corpse to fall into my hands.'

    Considering the power of Finelpenia's authority, her reaction was understandable.

    "Or perhaps."

    Reflecting on the words that had come from Eril's mouth so far, maybe she just treasured her own life.

    'Perhaps she's stalling for time, just as I once did.'

    The reason Eril had quieted didn't concern me honestly.

    Other thoughts occupied my mind entirely.

    'Shackles, another Inheritance Candidate, and god...'

    Long if long, short if short, time passed.

    During which, Eril continued to glare at me with her sharp gaze.

    I loosened my grip on her throat gradually after deeply gazing into her blue eyes.

    Startled, she shivered, displaying both agitation and disarray, as I drew back.

    From her blue eyes, I could see confusion followed by astonishment, suspicion, and then a mix of vigilance, anger, and humiliation.

    'It seemed rather humiliating for Eril to realize she was saved by my mercy.'

    She trembled from head to toe with indignation, burning with killing intent towards me.

    While watching this, I continued to step back, one step after another.

    Eventually, the distance between us increased to the point that Eril could step outside the defensive barrier I had placed.

    As if waiting for this, the space behind Eril tore open.

    The first things to emerge were dozens of Kerak.

    Kerak aimed at me, but they failed to breach Temoria's barrier and bounced off with a racket.

    Following Kerak emerged a black hand I was well-acquainted with.

    While the anomalous being extended its hand to grab Eril, I merely observed.

    Under my watchful eye, the anomaly steadily pulled Eril back into the hole.

    Yet, it continued sending Kerak at me to keep me in check.

    Steadfastly keeping my gaze on Eril, I spoke just before she crossed the threshold.

    "See you again, dear defecting blondie."

    Eril glared at me with burning eyes, and I did not shy away from her gaze.

    Eventually, the black hand, Kerak, and Eril disappeared, and the hole in the air closed.

    Only then did I let out a deep sigh, ran my fingers through my hair, and shut my eyes.

    "Whew."

    It wasn't an impulsive decision, nor was it a carefully deliberated decision I had made.

    The one sure thing was that releasing Eril was undoubtably my voluntary choice.

    Though the consequences could bring about the worst results.

    "That was the best I could do now."

    After all, I had attained what I initially aimed for.

    Hadn't I also sealed a shackle etched with my mana?

    "Dealing with the released being should be manageable."

    If I desire, I could always retrieve it from the water.

    After releasing Eril, an inescapable problem loomed over me.

    "Damn it..."

    I had gotten the information I sought.

    Though the result wasn't pleasant.

    It was similar to the time I alone realized the walls of Temoria's barriers could collapse one day.

    "The traitors have created a new Inheritance Candidate to rid themselves of the shackles."

    Facing a burdensome truth, I found it difficult to breathe.

    Still, my mind continued to work.

    "Why didn't I think of it?"

    Perhaps I refused to contemplate it.

    It's a problem tangled with too many elements.

    "Under the existing conditions, the Biharin cannot leave this dimension."

    This means, in essence, the traitors can't move to Earth either.

    For Earth and the players, this is an immense advantage.

    "In the past, the officially registered mages of the Tower numbered in the millions."

    Perhaps 20-30% remained on the demi-humans' side.

    "The rest all sided with the monsters."

    If they can't cross over to Earth, it means excluding that amount of elite forces.

    It is welcome news for the players, who inevitably lag in magic proficiency.

    "But..."

    My hands and body started trembling.

    If the shackles were released, tens of thousands of daunting mages would flood in.

    And if not, billions of lives would perish with the dimension.

    Here, the greatest problem, perhaps, is the choice might rest with me.

    'This is driving me crazy, really.'

    Why do the choices laid out before me always look like this?

    'Am I to decide the fate of billions?'

    Should such a decision be in the hands of one individual?

    'No ordinary person could bear such pressure.'

    Thinking it's better when I believed I had no power, no say—I could at least excuse myself, claim that none of what would ensue was my fault.

    But now? Now, knowing there might be authority in my hands.

    I felt like hurling.

    'No.'

    Calm down. I can't be sure just yet if this matter is truly my decision alone...

    - Maybe I'll take you to Earth when I become a god.

    'No, that's ridiculous.'

    The situation was too blatant.

    It was nearly impossible to deceive myself into believing otherwise.

    Confronted with a brutal choice, I clenched my fists.

    So tightly that my nails dug into my palms, blood seeping out.

    Each forced breath squeezed past the throttled airways, producing a groaning sound.

    'If there's indeed a way to save the Biharin, and the decision rests with me.'

    In that case, I....

    *

    After wrapping up all projects and returning to Habon, Kim Yul's forehead scrunched up as he browsed through the community.

    "H-uh?"

    「Title: Isn't it Suspicious, for Real? (88) - Written by Peacekeeper

    Content: Did y'all see the auction Ska posted a few days ago? He posted over 10 new items—is this even plausible?

    It's crazy to think that this bastard is the only one with that many Attribute Mana Stones.

    It's obvious he's monopolizing the general rank using some backdoor method. Otherwise, there's no way he can sell so many Attribute Mana Stones alone.

    Damn, didn't they say he's close with that apostle woman?

    Is he using his body for those general ranks? Every time I see his filthy face, it bothers me to no end. Utterly disgusting.」

    -K33: What's with this novel level craziness?

    -Merona: Wow, the jealousy is real ugly.

    -Toma: Why don't you accept friend requests?

    -Joseph: lollllllll, I gotta show this to K.

    -〉 Hogwart: Whoa, that's wild.

    -〉 Deer: Why?

    -〉 Captain Fiona: This person named Joseph is K's friend. They're in the same Order of Palao, fairly famous.

    -Toma: Codename 'Peacekeeper' main activity base 'Somol' party status '8 members', nationality 'German'. I'll add the codenames of the party members as soon as they're identified. Just wait.

    -〉 Merona: Look at that speed. Did you hack something?

    -〉 K33: Let's go together.

    -〉 Buckwheat Flower: Whoa, are you gonna kill them?

    -〉 Handsome: Do that, and the association will execute you. It'll end at just ruining their reputation.

    -〉 Buckwheat Flower: Oh... but why is that person, Toma, so agitated?

    -〉 Tomato Juice: Famous K follower, you see.

    -〉 Buckwheat Flower: Isn't it suspicious though? He's got so many items that large clans find hard to acquire. It seems strange, doesn't it...

    -〉 Tomato Juice: Oh dear, another idiot.

    -〉 Gabriel: Don't be shocked. The world is wide, and it's full of empty-headed folks.

    -〉 Buckwheat Flower: You're being too harsh... People might not know.

    -〉 Tomato Juice: K's crowd swims in different waters. While we hunt safely, without injury or casualties, at 3-star, 4-star corrupted areas, they're out there risking their lives in 'battles' in 6-star, 7-star corrupted areas. That's why they're top tier, and there's no surprise high-grade items just keep dropping for them. Use your brain, just use it.

    -〉 Toma: Juice's words are correct. One glance at the mission completion records in the list is enough to see the truth.

    - Esmeralda: Peacekeeper? Checking the mission records, they only reached up to 4-star—what's up with this general-rank nonsense?

    ........

    It wasn't the first time he'd seen posts gossiping about K.

    But this time, the frustration was particularly difficult to swallow.

    Damn system

  
    Chapter 245

    Chapter 245

    Chapter 45: The Prelude to Disharmony (2)

    "An ignorant bastard dares to talk about shortcuts..."

    Someone who couldn't last a day living like K would collapse and fall apart yet dared to mention shortcuts.

    'Of course, we had the help of the beastfolk this time.'

    Even without their help, K and and his team had the skills to gather attribute mana.

    They've never done anything to deserve being called sleazy.

    In a moment of anger, he nearly typed a comment but held back.

    'Hold it, hold it. Good me should endure.'

    Reacting as K's party member here would only escalate things.

    Those types spew filthy words just to get a reaction.

    Kim Yul recalled the stories he heard endlessly from senior trainees and switched off the community window.

    Instead, he opened the auction window that ended at midnight yesterday.

    「Auction No. 1975648」

    -Registrant Codename: K

    -Auction Item: Attribute Mana Stone (Detailed Information)

    -Starting Bid: 100,000,000 Mana

    -Auction Start Date: Biharin Year 2664, September 26

    -Bid Winner Codename: Zodiac

    -Final Bid: 466,900,000 Mana

    -Auction End Date: Biharin Year 2664, September 26

    「Auction No. 1975649」

    -Registrant Codename: K

    -Auction Item: Attribute Mana Stone (Detailed Information)

    -Starting Bid: 100,000,000 Mana

    -Auction Start Date: Biharin Year 2664, September 26

    -Bid Winner Codename: Harmonica

    -Final Bid: 417,288,000 Mana

    -Auction End Date: Biharin Year 2664, September 26

    「Auction No. 1975650」

    -Registrant Codename: K

    -Auction Item: Attribute Mana Stone (Detailed Information)

    -Starting Bid: 250,000,000 Mana

    -Auction Start Date: Biharin Year 2664, September 26

    -Bid Winner Codename: Ethan Rembrandt

    -Final Bid: 775,300,000 Mana

    -Auction End Date: Biharin Year 2664, September 26

    「Auction No. 1975651」

    -Registrant Codename: K

    .......

    All the auctions being questioned were already concluded.

    There were no less than 14 of them.

    These were items acquired by killing general-rank and nemesis-rank entities at the Orkal Canyon with the help of Horfe and the beastfolk.

    'More than half were rank 2 mana.'

    Most sold in the range of 300 to 400 million.

    The higher the grade, the higher the final bid.

    As a result, the total of all sold attribute mana stones exceeded 5.7 billion.

    'Adding up all the mana absorbed by K from this hunt, it came to 9.6 billion.'

    Learning of this fact, Kim Yul made a proposal.

    - Uncle Taeho, why don't we channel the mana to K hyung?

    - If we pitch in a bit more, I think hyung might hit 10 billion.

    Since we're likely to encounter more nemesis-rank entities, and we can't always rely on Horfe's help.

    It seemed better to support K, who excelled in frontal assaults.

    'Hyung's not the type to pretend he didn't get help.'

    Fortunately, Yang Taeho agreed with Kim Yul's suggestion.

    Having witnessed Horfe's battle with the nemesis-rank entities, it was a natural response.

    K had no reason to refuse their offer.

    Thus, upon returning to Habon, he promptly accepted the mana transfer and underwent the fourth awakening.

    That happened exactly two days ago.

    Since then, K instructed everyone to rest until new schedules were set and retreated to his room.

    Yang Taeho went to Earth to meet his wife, and K didn't step out of his room even once.

    Even a gentle knock on the door received no response.

    Food was left at the door, but there was no sign it had been touched.

    "That workaholic staying in his room..."

    It was strange. K wasn't the type to waste time like this.

    Given the circumstances, Kim Yul found himself unintentionally looking for K's reaction.

    'There were peculiar vibes occasionally on the way back...

    Quite frankly, the feeling wasn't good from the Orkal Canyon.

    'Didn't he say he had someone to catch, yet came back empty-handed?'

    It was since then.

    K began to stay locked in thought alone, sometimes with a hardened expression.

    At times like that, merely being in the same space made one feel K's tension.

    There was once when he looked pale, sweating coldly.

    Even when asked what was wrong, he showed no intention of explaining.

    It didn't seem like he was sleeping much, either.

    'He was always a thoughtful person, but...'

    There was no way to explain away the current situation as simply having a lot on his mind.

    So much so that Yang Taeho hesitated considerably before heading to Earth.

    As Kim Yul laid on the sofa looking up at the second floor, he turned towards the table and spoke.

    "Do you know anything?"

    His gaze landed under the table.

    There lay Rice Cake, curled up and eyes closed.

    "You're connected to hyung, aren't you?"

    He vaguely remembered K mentioning in passing.

    - Whether it's reading my mind or my emotions... I feel like there's some connection between that guy and me.

    Maybe Rice Cake knew why K suddenly holed up in his room.

    Despite repeated inquiries, Rice Cake remained silently crouched.

    He hadn't truly expected an answer.

    Even if Rice Cake said something, Kim Yul doubted he'd understand.

    It was closer to talking to himself out of frustration.

    For a moment, he habitually stroked Rice Cake's soft white fur.

    Suddenly, Rice Cake's ears perked up.

    He quickly scampered out from under the table.

    "Huh?"

    Surprised by Rice Cake's sudden movement, Kim Yul also sat up hurriedly.

    Rice Cake had already dashed to the staircase, fervently wagging his tail.

    He even busily paced back and forth in front of the stairs.

    That was enough to hint that something was happening.

    Sure enough, the sound of a door opening and footsteps followed.

    *

    After learning new facts through Eril, I pondered for quite some time.

    But the conclusion I reached after that contemplation was simple.

    In truth, the contemplation itself was pointless from the start.

    When I chose to let Eril live, my heart probably leaned toward one direction.

    'Otherwise, there would have been no need to spare Eril after gaining the desired information.'

    Eliminating her to prevent any repercussions would have been wiser.

    Yet, I chose to let Eril live.

    It was no mistake. To accept that fact, many thoughts and emotions needed sorting.

    After taking the necessary time, there was no longer any hesitation needed.

    'There's much to do.'

    Fortunately, with the help of Kim Yul and Yang Taeho, I could become a Platinum rank faster than expected.

    Given what I needed to accomplish next, it was fortunate.

    'But first, I need to learn how to use divinity.'

    Having defeated five nemesis-rank entities at the Orkal Canyon thanks to Horfe.

    Consequently, the Seed of Divinity trait had evolved to a sprout.

    'I felt something tickling inside since then.'

    It had become possible to manifest divinity externally.

    'But that's as far as it went.'

    Saying I used divinity would be inaccurate.

    While holed up in thought, I'd tried various things without success.

    In that case, the only choice was to learn from someone else.

    I headed to the temple in Habon the moment I broke my two-day seclusion.

    My ultimate destination was a private room on the second floor of the west wing.

    There awaited Gretman for me.

    Upon opening the door, he sat leaned back on a sofa, watching me intently.

    His golden eyes, unreadable in their thoughts, remained sharp.

    "Oh."

    His golden gaze suddenly grew sharper.

    'He's using Palao's authority.'

    Just like when I once fled the banquet screaming.

    Entering the room, I faced Gretman's gaze directly.

    "To think this would really be possible..."

    Gretman murmured, looking me over, before lowering his eyes to his teacup.

    "You've grown quite a bit in a short time."

    Was he referring to my understanding of divinity and godhood?

    Or does he somehow know about my ability to absorb rank?

    Or was he talking about my promotion to Platinum rank?

    'No, that has nothing to do with Palao's authority.'

    Palao's authority was about perceiving potential.

    The potential to save more lives.

    Gretman had reacted to the potential he saw in me just now.

    Realizing this, I felt a bit irritated.

    "Why are you so sure I'll make that choice? There must be other options."

    So perhaps I unconsciously retorted.

    "Do you want to control God's power?"

    But Gretman didn't seem to hear me.

    "It's about time you learned the method to use it."

    Last time he at least responded.

    It seemed he had no intention of doing so this time.

    Swallowing a sigh, I sat across from him, forgoing further interruptions.

    After all, my aim was to learn to handle divinity.

    Being here meant he was willing to accept my request.

    I decided to quietly listen to Gretman's explanation.

    "As you might suspect, you're not an apostle."

    "That's right."

    "Being chosen by a god is certainly a special and glorious thing. Naturally, there should be status accumulated from that."

    But I hadn't gone through that process.

    "Without the status gained from being chosen, it's impossible to use a god's authority."

    "Are you saying I can't use divinity now?"

    "Generally, yes. You need to establish status first if you truly wish to wield a god's power."

    "......"

    "If you build enough status, you will indeed develop your own authority, which would then enable you to use authority. That's the only way for someone who isn't an apostle to wield a god's power."

    Listening to him, something felt off.

    Authority seemed to be a special power influenced by the life one led.

    Does that mean others besides the 7 Great Gods can possess authority?

    "Then did you also gain authority as your status grew, mister Gretman?"

    "It's a power to make it easier to serve my Goddess."

    Gretman didn't deny it.

    He seemed to have some special ability, too.

    'Having authority doesn't necessarily make one a god.'

    There were parts I already understood and newly learned aspects, too.

    New questions arose during the process.

    'So what about me?'

    I wasn't building status traditionally; I was stealing status from monsters.

    No one explained it, but it was clear that this wasn't the standard route.

    Despite that, could I gain a special ability based on my records?

    I was about to ask about it when Gretman preemptively blocked my question.

    "Don't seek answers from me."

    Without me asking, he continued.

    "That's a matter your god needs to answer, for you who are inflating status in such a peculiar way."

    He knew I was amassing status in an unorthodox manner.

    But no one could predict what might happen at this venture's end.

    "Of course, there's still a way to use divinity even without status and authority."

    Placing his teacup down, Gretman continued.

    "It's a kind of shortcut."

    The air around us hummed with a "woong" sound.

    "In your current state, you should be able to use it well enough. It's just a matter of forming it."

    It was that strange barrier that had concealed our presence from the gods.

    My eyes lit up with realization.

    Status and authority, important information as it was, didn't align with why I'd sought Gretman.

    My nod was swift. This shortcut was essential.

    Learning it meant evading the gods' watchful eyes.

    "Yes, it's not difficult, so I'll teach you."

    Amused by the situation as it seemed, Gretman continually wore a smile.

    It was subtly irritating.

    Yet as he had no directly confrontational intentions, I refrained from calling him out.

    'It'd almost be better if he just outright taunted me.'

    Despite inwardly clicking my tongue, I spent a considerable time learning how to wield divinity.

    Amidst this, a message arrived through our party chat from Yang Taeho, who had gone to Earth.

    - Pudding: Ah, the NIS is looking for me. I'm on my way with them now.

    It seemed his personal information had been exposed somehow.

    Damn System
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    Chapter 246. Prelude to Dissonance (3)

    Yang Taeho, unlike other party members, often crossed over to Earth. This was to meet his wife, Kim Inah, who had regained her health.

    Unlike his party members, he briefly explained to his family the events that had transpired for him.

    It was an unavoidable truth during the process of persuading her to undergo surgery, paying the bills, and explaining the miracle that had occurred to her.

    Perhaps it was because of these explanations that, whenever he came to Earth, he would recount the happenings in Bihar to his wife.

    Today was another such day when he came out for a meal with her, exchanging stories. During their talk, the topic of K came up.

    "So... you're saying the party leader is strange?"

    "It's not just strange, it's very serious!"

    This concern had made him consider whether he should stay in Bihar. However, for Yang Taeho, Kim Inah was just as important as the party.

    There was no other method to report his survival status, so he had to show his face by coming to Earth like this.

    Of course, it seemed staying for a long time would be difficult this time.

    "I think I'd better go back quickly this time."

    As he spoke evasively, Kim Inah chuckled and replied.

    "What, are you afraid I'll cling to your pants and beg you not to go?"

    Though she spoke lightly, it was obvious she was suppressing her feelings. Yang Taeho held her hand firmly.

    He tried to reassure her, joking as usual, saying that it was now hard for him to die easily.

    Just then, he sensed an approaching presence, as if drawn by his grasp on Kim Inah's hand.

    Five individuals were closing in on them, positioning them at the center of their formation.

    Yang Taeho's demeanor quickly turned sharp. He let one hand hang loosely to use the Invisibility skill stone in his inventory if necessary.

    He lightly confirmed the direction from which he sensed the presence.

    'Three women, two men.'

    Ordinary people couldn't exude a presence that would provoke such caution. They were too weak to pose him any harm.

    This meant that those approaching him with such an intense air were all players.

    Yang Taeho unleashed the mana from his core as a test. As expected, the presences halted momentarily.

    Yet, it was only for a moment, as the strangers resumed closing the encirclement.

    'Indeed, they are players.'

    Yang Taeho's brow furrowed. He thought he had slipped by unnoticed until now, but perhaps his personal information had been exposed.

    It was a situation that was bound to happen sooner or later.

    Given K's notorious prominence, it was inevitable that Yang Taeho, who stood by his side, would also be recognized.

    'I should have expected exposure sooner or later.'

    "Why all of a sudden, Taeho?!"

    Kim Inah asked with concern, noticing his sudden change in expression.

    Yang Taeho looked at her hand held in his left and contemplated. Taking Kim Inah and fleeing wouldn't be too difficult. However...

    'They approached first, even though nothing has happened yet.'

    They probably had figured out not only Yang Taeho but also his family relations. In such a scenario, what good would escaping do?

    Living in hiding was not something he'd want to continue indefinitely, and he certainly didn't want to drag her into the dangers of Bihar.

    Amidst the tightening encirclement, Yang Taeho recalled K's advice from a while ago.

    - The association hasn't formally launched on Earth yet. For now, national intelligence agencies or military entities manage and supervise players.

    - However, if war extends to Earth and players become public, many things will change.

    The most significant change would be the association gaining legal authority worldwide. The institutional processes have reportedly been set in motion.

    - As a trade-off, players will likely have to register with the association. It's akin to identity registration.

    - Discussions concluded with no restrictions on residence or activities post-registration. You could be employed by the government, be part of combat units under the association, or establish private armed groups legally.

    - It essentially grants players freedoms similar to ordinary humans.

    The conditions were simple.

    - These regulations apply only to players who haven't abused their powers for criminal activities. Criminals would still face pursuit and elimination by the association, as before.

    - I'm telling you this in case your identity gets exposed, allowing you to prepare in advance. It's not bad to lay the groundwork.

    - If you can't trust the government or association, continuing to stay hidden like I am is also a choice.

    The changes K mentioned were progressing gradually but surely. From what I heard from Kim Yul, even players under National Intelligence Service supervision experienced changes. They could now go out, accompanied by one of their agents.

    Thus, rather than taking Kim Inah and fleeing, Yang Taeho chose to remain seated. He looked up when addressed.

    "Are you Mr. Yang Taeho?"

    A man in a neat black suit stood close to him. Several others, dressed the same, maintained a respectable distance around them.

    *Gulp*.

    The man, meeting Yang Taeho's eyes, swallowed audibly. Sensing the odd atmosphere, Kim Inah also watched the two nervously, alternating her gaze between them.

    She wasn't alone; others in the restaurant were also glancing at Yang Taeho and Kim Inah's table.

    The sudden appearance of the group in black suits certainly captured attention.

    Yang Taeho, assessing the situation, sighed lightly before speaking.

    "... Yes."

    "We're from the National Intelligence Service. May we ask you to accompany us?"

    "It seems you've done your homework, even tracking the gate's location..."

    This implied thorough background research on Yang Taeho had been conducted.

    "...... Yes."

    With the realization of their investigation, his voice was notably softer than before. Coupled with Yang Taeho's silence, the atmosphere grew tenser.

    "Please cooperate. We wish to avoid a scene."

    The man's eyes were filled with tension, fearing Yang Taeho might attack at any moment. This was understandable.

    Even among those with the same rank, skills and mastery varied greatly. Moreover, Yang Taeho was a member of K's renowned party.

    'They are the team that boldly clears not only 5-star but even 6-star corrupt sites.'

    K's party had a history of disposing of a significant amount of attribute mana stones, only achievable by capturing general-rank entities or higher.

    Faced with an extraordinary party member, remaining tense was only natural.

    'Yang Taeho is undeniably a top-tier player.'

    The man doubted his ability to stop Yang Taeho if he decided to act against them.

    The longer Yang Taeho's silence persisted, the more the tension escalated. However, fortunately,

    "Okay, let's go together."

    Yang Taeho finally replied in a gentle tone after prolonged silence. Had his identity remained entirely concealed, he might have chosen to stay hidden like K.

    History is replete with individuals sacrificed for collectivism, and there was ample possibility of Kim Inah being used under such circumstances.

    However, with his data now exposed, hiding was meaningless. Hence, instead of fleeing, he opted to anticipate the player's association's eventual emergence.

    The situation wasn't like the early chaotic days. Over a year had passed, and things should have stabilized somewhat internally.

    'It should be fine with Yul around.'

    Yang Taeho, comforting a stiff Kim Inah, followed the unfamiliar players.

    The atmosphere while traveling in the arranged vehicle wasn't too heavy.

    "I know it may be a sensitive question, but why is the National Intelligence Service searching for players? I heard Hyewon had moved to the association, so I couldn't ask her."

    "Hyewon... Oh, you mean the branch manager."

    "Yes, Hyewon. I heard players must register with the association, so I wondered why the association isn't finding them."

    The player who first approached Yang Taeho responded calmly.

    "For that, the association needs investigative rights, but unfortunately, the legal procedures haven't been finalized yet. Before establishing the required body to manage player registration, the association cannot independently conduct investigations within the Republic of Korea's territory."

    As such, the National Intelligence Service continues to conduct player searches. However, sending civilian agents alone to track players is inherently unstable.

    "To be precise, I am part of the association. We're supporting the National Intelligence Service in this effort."

    From the outset, when negotiations between the countries and the association were conducted, a clause required the association's active cooperation in player searches.

    "From the ordinary person's perspective, a player, whose whereabouts are unknown, tends to be seen as somewhat of a ticking time bomb..."

    Ignoring their presence may induce anxiety, and sending only ordinary agents after finding them gives rise to more apprehension.

    Yang Taeho, understanding the situation, nodded, after which a question was directed towards him.

    "By the way, you seem to be acquainted with Director Yang Hyewon?"

    There was no need to lie, given that Kim Yul was also spending time at the National Intelligence Service.

    "Yul and Hyewon are close, you see, and through that, I got to know a bit more. I've encountered her several times in corrupted sites too."

    "Oh, is Kim Yul doing well? We hardly see him back on Earth."

    "Of course, he's doing fine. But what about my wife's situation? She's not a player."

    "Since you seem to understand the situation, she'll have to undergo some education and sign a confidentiality agreement before heading home."

    "What? So can I also return home?"

    Regrettably, this time the answer was negative. Players must reside in the housing provided by the National Intelligence Service.

    "Going out is possible, but overnight stays are still heavily restricted."

    Faced with sudden separation from his wife on Earth, Yang Taeho sighed deeply.

    During their journey, some questions and answers passed before the vehicle reached its destination.

    "Uncle!"

    Kim Yul, who hurriedly returned to Earth after checking the party chat, was waiting for Yang Taeho there.

    *

    The fact that the National Intelligence Service found Yang Taeho wasn't significant trouble. Both he and I was aware it was going to happen eventually.

    The only real change was that Yang Taeho's residence on Earth had shifted.

    'I'm staying hidden because I despise all of this.'

    Once players' existences rise to prominence, even hiding would no longer be necessary. Yang Taeho only got involved with the government a little earlier.

    'As Kim Yul has spent a considerable time with the National Intelligence Service, he'll take care of him well.'

    I can let go of concerns on Earth and focus on what needs doing here.

    'I successfully learned the urgent technique after all.'

    Should I say it was like repelling divinity with divinity? Gods consume divinity to oversee the material world, so it was about repelling it, blocking their view.

    Though it's still unstable and immobilizing during use, at least there's now a way to avoid the gods' sight. Hence, my initial goal had been fulfilled.

    After expressing gratitude to Gretman, I left the private room.

    'I'd hoped to learn how to use dimensional gaps too.'

    Gretman suggested it seemed impossible.

    - Only Gilenios can do such things.

    It appeared Gilenios's feats were a manifestation of capabilities accumulated over its realm's experiences.

    I wasn't entirely certain what kind of events or records led to such power but...

    'That would've been how that guy held that anomaly with the system.'

    Wandering through gaps existing within gateways would make it possible. The more I learned, the more the pieces fell into place.

    I continued to ponder authority, realm, and divinity as I walked down the temple's corridor. I headed not toward its entrance, but toward where the portal was located—intending to go to Gemal, my next destination.

    'First, I'll visit the underground prison there...'

    While revisiting my schedule in Gemal, I halted abruptly before reaching the portal's location.
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    Chapter 247. Prelude to Dissonance (4)

    I saw Rashar walking down the opposite corridor.

    She walked slowly with her head hung low.

    'Is this the first time I've seen her since the sacrificial incident...?'

    She might have seen me in Santorna, but it was the first time I had seen Rashar in a while.

    Perhaps that's why her drooping shoulders particularly caught my attention.

    I wondered what thoughts occupied her mind as she sighed heavily as if the ground were sinking.

    I stood silently, observing her, and at that moment, Rashar suddenly lifted her head.

    The moment she saw me, she flinched, seeming startled.

    However, that reaction was brief. She soon nodded softly in greeting.

    Then she brushed past me.

    I watched as she walked by, my fists clenching tightly.

    Unable to resist a sudden impulse, I spoke out.

    "It's been unusually quiet."

    Rashar stopped a few steps away.

    "Didn't Ahel say anything?"

    I waited anxiously with my back to her, and soon a bitter response came.

    "Making it known would only exacerbate the chaos."

    "......"

    "If the end is predetermined, it might be better to live holding onto hope for a while."

    I quickly turned around, making a sharp sound, but Rashar still had her back to me.

    "I wish there was an opportunity to have a final conversation..."

    In a steady voice, she continued.

    "Thanks to you and your people's blood spilled in this unfamiliar land, we have gained hope and a future. I will forever be grateful for that deep in my heart."

    "......"

    "So, if your decision weighs on you, I hope it doesn't. Everything that comes forth was something we were meant to face from the start."

    I bit my lip as I watched Rashar walk away, her silhouette diminishing.

    How could one think like that?

    'If they knew they might be buried alive with this world, anyone would kick up a fuss, begging the association for mercy.'

    Survival, the pursuit of life, was instinct.

    I knew because I had faced countless life-threatening moments on the battlefield.

    Had it been me in Rashar's shoes, I'd have scrambled to every possible way to stay alive.

    No matter how unsightly it seemed, I wouldn't have cared.

    But Rashar didn't partake in what seemed like her natural right to survival.

    All for the sake of the courtesy and loyalty promised as allies.

    Does she know how profound such an act against human nature is?

    Crunch.

    I bit down so hard that a dreadful noise escaped between my teeth.

    The impulse to follow Rashar and pour out my thoughts surged within me.

    But I came to an abrupt halt.

    Because what I was about to do was solely for myself.

    A selfish act born out of a desire to relieve this burden and take a breather.

    'If I make a mistake, it'll only serve as false hope.'

    Therefore, I suppressed the impulse and headed in the opposite direction from where Rashar had gone.

    *

    In the underground prison of the Order's headquarters in Gemal.

    There lived more creatures than convicts.

    Squeak, squeak.

    Rats.

    Scuttle, scuttle.

    And insects as a bonus.

    "Sigh."

    Vellego was living among them.

    'These wretched little rats.'

    He was now weary of jumping up every time a rat or insect popped out.

    Due to the months he had spent in the underground prison, Vellego was forced to adapt to all sorts of filth, mold, rats, and insects.

    Otherwise, breathing and surviving in that place would have been nearly impossible.

    As a result, Vellego had grown accustomed to rats and bugs crawling over him, accepting them as the norm.

    Today was no different.

    "To think I have to be in this damned place for another half a year."

    His current sentence for bribery was lenient.

    Had his crime of kidnapping outsiders been revealed, he wouldn't have gotten off so lightly.

    But Vellego didn't see this as fortunate either.

    "Why do I have to eat this stuff?"

    He complained, staring at the hard, dry bread and water.

    His stomach had become gaunt from the meager diet long ago.

    "Six months, just six more months..."

    Even the mere thought of spending another six months here suffocated him.

    The bigger issue lay in what would happen after he left this place.

    He had lost his position as a priest, which he had bought with a great sum of money.

    He could have repaid his wealth by collecting donations as a priest.

    But that ordained role had vanished like a mirage.

    All that remained for Vellego was an empty vault.

    Moreover, he still had to fund the orphanage every month!

    "If I'd known I'd be stripped of everything, I wouldn't have bribed the temple with so much money..."

    Mundane threats such as filth and mold didn't bother him.

    But the thought about the money vanishing overnight was enough to make him jump out of bed.

    Vellego sulked as he pondered the lost money, beating his chest frustration.

    "Oh, oh! It's all because of that damned outsider!"

    Even though he lost the battle for succession, he could still have led a moderately well-to-do life thanks to his wealth.

    But everything crumbled the moment he got entangled with K.

    "Oh, my money!"

    Just when Vellego felt sorry for himself and began to cry alone, a voice he couldn't ignore spoke.

    "Don't feel too down about it."

    Even if he wanted to forget, he couldn't forget that voice.

    "Because I can help you inherit more than just the money you lost from that damned outsider."

    He spun around, and beyond the iron bars stood a familiar dark figure.

    "You, you, you!"

    The very one haunting his dreams, pushing his blood pressure to the brink—K.

    Vellego shot up, reflexively pointing his finger.

    "What makes you think you can show your face here!"

    "Obviously, it's a prison."

    K nonchalantly replied to Vellego's words, picking his ear with his finger.

    "I know it's aggravating, but did you not hear about the inheritance discussion?"

    Vellego's shoulders shuddered.

    "What, inheritance...?"

    Now that he mentioned it, K had said something about inheriting more wealth.

    Why would he mention inheritance? He'd already received what was his.

    While his mind was abuzz, Vellego's finger slowly lowered.

    Watching this, K chuckled and spoke.

    "Mentioning money caught your interest, didn't it?"

    Vellego couldn't deny it and swallowed hard.

    With a smiling face, K continued.

    "You seem to be out of the loop; your brother is in a similar situation."

    "Eh?"

    "No, actually, he's in a more pitiful position. He's about to be executed for being caught trying to kill me."

    Vellego's somewhat small eyes widened considerably.

    "The title's already been revoked, but that's moot since the Ferrel royal family went under, right?"

    But inheritance is a different story, isn't it?

    As K went on, Vellego's mind buzzed with thoughts.

    It's rare for a ruling to confiscate property unless it's treason.

    Typically, when someone is sentenced to death, their estate is passed to their kin.

    'Reitan doesn't have children... right?'

    Despite being brothers, they barely interacted, so he wasn't sure.

    If there really were no children and no parents or grandparents, Vellego would be the top heir.

    Yet something felt off.

    No legal officer had informed him about inheritance procedures.

    'I wasn't sentenced to death, and I'm to be released. In that case, my inheritance rights are valid...?'

    The inheritor's residence should be notified about the inheritance proceedings, requiring confirmation of acceptance.

    Even if that person is in prison, procedures remain the same.

    So why was K, and not a legal officer, the one approaching him?

    As Vellego pondered alone, K clicked his tongue.

    "How long are you going to think? You have many relatives, you know."

    "!"

    The realization hit Vellego with a dull thud.

    'The, the collateral relatives must be stalling!'

    If the inheritance procedures weren't completed within the grace period, the rights would pass to the next in line.

    Exploiting that point, the collateral relatives likely bribed legal officers to prevent them from reaching him.

    To seize the enormous wealth of the Protoram family!

    "Those wretched vermin!"

    Vellego's thin face trembled with rage.

    "Do you grasp the situation now?"

    Watching him, K made an unexpected proposal.

    "If you help me, I can assist you in inheriting the wealth."

    Vellego's trembling shoulders stiffened.

    "I'll also process your parole procedure."

    He claimed to have helped the chair of the order's general assembly before.

    If he asked personally, he wouldn't be flat-out refused.

    Seeing K teasingly dangle the bait, Vellego furrowed his brows.

    He wasn't the brightest, but he sensed something was amiss.

    "... What do you gain from this?"

    Though he didn't expect a straightforward answer, K replied surprisingly openly.

    "I need some of your family's wealth too."

    He said he didn't care how Vellego used it once he got what he needed.

    "How, how can I trust you...?"

    Met with a question filled with distrust and wariness, K smirked.

    "To be fair, have I ever lied to you? All I did was mooch off you here and there."

    He added that he hadn't exposed Vellego's attempt to kidnap him.

    "That..."

    It wasn't a lie.

    K had taken money from Vellego's vault and the orphanage funds, but he never lied.

    'Thinking back to our encounter at the capital...'

    It was a misunderstanding on his part because K hadn't spoken clearly.

    'That guy never directly lied.'

    Vellego was never an admirable person.

    But he wasn't shameless enough to insist that something was right when it wasn't.

    That was why he never significantly retorted against his father and brother, who hurled harsh words at him.

    They weren't incorrect, after all.

    While Vellego briefly considered this, K pressed for an answer.

    "So, what's it going to be?"

    Judging by the situation, declining would be foolish.

    Regardless of K's intended budget, squandering all of Count Protoram's estate wasn't easy.

    'Unless he's planning to buy a nation.'

    If it wasn't such an expense, a considerable amount would remain even after K's expenditure.

    The family's wealth, built upon a long history of warfare, loomed large.

    Nevertheless, Vellego hesitated, vacillating over K's offer.

    Out of suspicion that K couldn't possibly act in his best interest.

    "Well, I can't force someone who doesn't want to accept."

    But those suspicions and hesitations were all pointless.

    "If you don't like my offer, you can just rot there."

    Because Vellego never had a real choice.

    "Yes, yes!"

    And so he clung to the bars, desperately calling after K, who turned away as though without a second thought.

    "Wait, wait!"

    Vellego still couldn't fully grasp K's intentions.

    He remained skeptical of any favorable act K might make for him.

    "I'll do it!"

    But suspicious or not, as long as it got him out of there, he'd do anything!

    "I'll do as you say!"

    So he pleaded with K not to leave, and K stopped, turning back to him.

    Seeing that wry smile curling on K's lips, Vellego realized he might have been caught in a snare.

    'Better to deal with him than to rot here endlessly.'

    Yes, that should be it. Vellego tried consoling himself.
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    After meeting Vellego, I headed towards the reception room of Jose Wolfrian.

    Obtaining immunity for Vellego from him wasn't difficult at all.

    'After all, he's indebted to me.'

    Because of my slippery maneuvers, Jose Wolfrian managed to take down a significant number of extremists.

    Of course, I wasn't intervening for the sake of moderates or the future of the Order.

    But if Jose Wolfrian felt indebted to my actions, there was no reason to stop him.

    'The favor and sense of debt from someone in power are just perfect to exploit.'

    It was thanks to his sense of indebtedness and favor that I was able to search the Count Protoram estate first.

    And it's also why I obtained Vellego's immunity today.

    Thus, I was able to use Vellego's inheritance as I wished.

    I chuckled lightly, recalling Vellego, whom I had met in the underground prison.

    'I certainly owe him a lot.'

    From the very moment I first crossed into Bihar, Vellego kept popping up in my life.

    He often filled my pockets when I needed it.

    In a way, Vellego was quite a helpful existence.

    'So, I suppose it's fair to help him in return.'

    Helping Vellego inherit his wealth and getting his parole process underway is simply a give-and-take.

    Moreover, once I've mobilized enough funds as I desire, I have no greed for the Protoram family's property anymore.

    "Considering everything, I doubt there will be any property left after I'm done, anyway."

    It's not even a lie because I never promised to leave anything behind.

    "There might even be a shortage after using them up."

    I also planned on completing some missions that the system had recommended.

    "To pursue Eril, I have to venture deep into the corrupted area anyway."

    I should sweep up all the loot rich missions along the way.

    "Vellego seems to have figured out that I'm playing wordgames."

    Yet, he has accepted my proposal.

    "That's enough."

    Once he gets out of prison after wearing the shackles imprinted with my mana, he will have no choice but to move according to my will.

    Fortunately, everything had gone according to plan so far.

    "I've laid out all the groundwork."

    All that's left is preparing for what's to come.

    Reflecting on upcoming tasks, I headed for the portal.

    Having wrapped up everything in Gemal, I planned to return to Habon.

    Upon arriving at the portal, I unexpectedly encountered someone familiar.

    "K?"

    It was Alio, the head of security at the Habon Temple.

    'What brings him to Gemal?'

    While waiting in line at the bustling portal, where many priests were actively passing by, alio held a large box the size of his torso.

    "Sir Alio."

    I approached, acknowledging him, and Alio, still holding the box, stepped out of the waiting line.

    He walked directly towards me.

    "It's been a while. You were in Gemal?"

    "Yes, I had some matters to attend to. Have you been well?"

    "Every day is the same for me. Are you okay, sir? I was worried upon hearing you got injured."

    "As you can see, I'm fine."

    "That's a relief indeed."

    After a brief exchange of pleasantries with Alio, I asked.

    "By the way, what brings you to Gemal?"

    Alio handed the box he was holding to me and said,

    "I came to receive an item for you, K. The High Priestess Lario informed me she couldn't reach you."

    "My item?"

    "Indeed, I was planning to deliver it to your residence."

    "Ah."

    Lario Deril, the aide to Yuria, the highest priestess of the Order of Palao.

    Since my visit with Lario to Gemal, we hadn't had any interaction.

    But we had been exchanging occasional messages through the temple's homepage.

    For example, the notice about the item Alio was delivering.

    Upon checking the comment section on the Order's website, as expected,

    - Lario Deril: The magic tool you ordered has been completed and delivered. How would you prefer to receive it?

    - Lario Deril: Seeing you haven't checked the message for some time, I decided to send it through Sir Alio from Habon.

    The concise comment with the message left yesterday afternoon.

    And having not received any response from me, she left another message this morning.

    "I was late in checking because I was looking into other matters."

    K: Received it. Thank you.

    Leaving a comment for Lario, I accepted the box from Alio.

    "Finally."

    Since attending the banquet held in the imperial city, I've been regularly contacting a noble with a spirit stone mine.

    Not just exchanging words, but even presenting gifts from Earth.

    According to Gretman's words, he has a fondness for vanity and strongly desires to be acknowledged as someone special and distinct from others.

    In practice, he fits that description precisely based on my interactions.

    So, I catered to his whims here and there, and was able to receive spirit stones in return for the presents of earth civilization.

    I could order magic tools from the Dwarves thanks to that noble.

    "I never imagined he'd be smitten by a Polaroid film camera."

    It seemed a camera I acquired from Earth for five million mana truly pleased him.

    When I told him there were gadgets that could record video, he was ecstatic and begged me to procure one.

    "I told him it would be tough to procure since it takes a hundred million mana to bring a camera."

    This was, of course, an offhand remark designed to extract more spirit stones.

    Given that getting more spirit stones for a hundred million mana was worth it.

    Alas, it seemed taking more from the existing contract quantity was difficult.

    He offered his command sheet for the magic tool he possessed instead of more spirit stones.

    "While different from the original plan, the result wasn't bad."

    It happened so that I got an opportunity to contact the Dwarves.

    "I should check once I return."

    Having stored the box in my inventory, I joined the queue with Alio near the portal.

    The portal area was bustling with a human sea.

    With priests and knights constantly moving back and forth from different temple locations to headquarters, the liveliness was expected.

    Watching the scene instilled a strange sense of emotion.

    "Everyone's adapted now."

    When the portals first appeared, people marveled at the ability to long-distance travel without a spatial mage.

    But now everyone uses the portals routinely.

    Witnessing that recalls just how much time has passed.

    Time when strange things have become the norm.

    The time remaining until all of it disappears.

    While mulling over the intangible, I felt a sense of detachment from reality.

    "K?"

    However, the call from Alio, standing behind me, shattered that feeling.

    Setting aside these thoughts, I returned to Habon through the portal.

    Upon arrival at the base, I wasted no time opening the box given by Alio.

    "Oh..."

    A gasp escaped my lips the moment I checked its contents.

    There were two items in the large box.

    One was the armor revealed as soon as I opened the box.

    'Breastplate.'

    It was larger than the Jeber Scout light armor I had used previously and could cover up to my abdomen.

    At first glance, it seemed plain with no peculiar features.

    Though the material was something unique.

    'No sheen?'

    The black armor reflected not a single speck of light.

    To confirm, I held it next to a lamp, but the result was the same.

    Instead of reflecting light like ordinary metal, it seemed to absorb it.

    Moreover, its black color was perfect for lurking in the shadows.

    'Magic enhancement?'

    I couldn't fathom how it was crafted.

    Of course, the reason I ordered the armor wasn't the peculiar material.

    I examined the slots located on the sides of the armor.

    'There's a total of fourteen slots.'

    All slots were meant for fitting Mana Accumulation Tools.

    A typical armor wouldn't possess these features.

    'This is a modified version of the equipment-form tools used by mages.'

    It's equipped with functions similar to the armor worn by Eril.

    One function includes miniaturizing Mana Accumulation Tools.

    'I didn't expect them to make so many slots.'

    I hadn't specified a number. I merely requested it to be done as per the creator's capabilities.

    'Well, it's for the better.'

    As it turns out, I currently possess 13 Mana Accumulation Tools.

    I started inserting them one by one into the slots.

    Each fist-sized gem snugly fit as I slid them into the slots.

    After equipping all the Mana Accumulation Tools taken from Eril onto my armor, a sense of satisfaction washed over me.

    I even extracted the gem from a ring-shaped Mana Accumulation Tool and fitted it into a slot.

    Of the fourteen slots, thirteen were now full.

    Next, I wore the armor and tried moving around.

    "It's amazing."

    While it felt solid to the touch, it flexibly shifted form according to my movements.

    "Now I get why people are obsessed with their gear."

    I was immensely pleased with my new defensive attire.

    What's more, the Mana Accumulation Tools were invisible while worn.

    Whether through illusion magic or refraction magic, I couldn't tell.

    "It hides the wearer's cards."

    It was impressive; everything about it appealed to me.

    After thoroughly enjoying the unboxing and preparing to organize the box,

    "Ah."

    An item I had pushed to the back burner for the armor caught my eye.

    A small box the size of my fist.

    The moment I opened it, there was a message card inside.

    「A gift for the new neighbor. Glam Tomar.」

    Upon seeing what lay beneath the card, I was left speechless.

    A red jewel radiating a lustrous glow.

    '7-star...'

    Creating a Mana Accumulation Tool is a challenging task, taking several years just to finalize.

    Hence, new products are rare, and acquiring them even rarer.

    'I heard that it causes fierce competition whenever the dwarves release a new Mana Accumulation Tool.'

    Rumor has it that auction frenzy even leads to violence among mages.

    A red 7-star Mana Accumulation Tool, in other words?

    With only 22 existing previously throughout the continent?

    'Then, is this the 23rd?'

    Pausing my bewildered stare at the unexpected Mana Accumulation Tool.

    I fitted it into the last slot on my armor.

    'I'll have to separately show some gratitude to the Dwarves later.'

    Currently, we're practically strangers, but that will change once we cross over to Earth.

    'Once there, they'll truly become neighbors, and can offer various forms of help.'

    Brushing my hand across all fourteen Mana Accumulation Tools on my armor, I composed myself.

    'I need to fill these next.'

    Proper planning subjects rushed through my mind then.

    What magics to use, and how often.

    Which magics can turn the tables and initiate a counter in a pinch?

    Dozens, if not hundreds, of variables based on my mana bolted through my thoughts.

    Crafting my exclusive battle scenarios turned surprisingly pleasant.

    To be honest, the process was quite enjoyable.

    Until now, I had always squeezed myself into every restricted situation.

    'With more options, creating scenarios becomes far more diverse.'

    With autonomy ensuring inevitability for more complex thought processes, joy was inevitable.

    I spent the entire day devising battle scenarios.

    As evening fell and night deepened.

    -Kj: I've mulled over it all day yesterday, and—

    A message arrived from Kim Yul, having crossed into Earth.

    -Kj: Let's have a dinner meeting!

    The content delightfully eyebrow-raising in its randomness.

    While engrossed in hammering out scenarios, talk of a dinner meeting seemed so out of place.

    I wanted to type out a response dismissing the idea.

    -Kj: Uncle Taeho doesn't need to hide any longer, and K hyung's usage of magic tools is widely known, isn't it? Even if they try to catch hyung, they won't have a method.

    -Kj: So, let's enjoy delicious food on Earth! Let's visit hot eateries!

    -Pudding: Sounds like a good idea, right? I'm all for it.

    Yet before I could, the word "Earth" struck deep in my vision.

    After a brief silence, I glanced past my bedside table.

    Displayed upon it was a calendar brought from Earth, its marked date reading August 2nd.

    "No, it's August 3rd."

    Considering the time difference between Earth and Bihar of about 5 to 6 hours,

    It's past midnight here, so dawn should have broken back on Earth.

    If I mark August 3rd as my reference point, there remain precisely 9 days until my parent's memorial day.

    'A morning start after this minor task...'

    I could properly mark my parent's spiritual remembrance.

    Fiddling with the Monami pen in hand,

    'It's already been more than half a year since I promised Uncle Jongwoon...'

    While visiting Earth early this year, I hadn't seen my family.

    After that, swept up by matters flooding in Bihar, time flew by swiftly.

    If I don't make the time now, several months could slip by easily again.

    -Kj: Hyung hyung hyung quick reply please, let's have a meeting let's go to eateries, Why not spend the trove of wealth you've amassed in Bihar-

    With Yu Kim urging more insistently,

    I tersely replied back.
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    - K: I'll join.

    - Kj: Yayyyy! Just wait up.

    I heard what seemed to be Kim Yul's exclamation and couldn't help but chuckle.

    'Just in time for the kids' summer break.'

    With all urgent matters settled, the priority now was planning combat scenarios and accumulating mana.

    Taking this opportunity for a break didn't seem like a bad idea.

    'I was feeling a bit worn out myself.'

    Before dawn broke, I wrapped up one mission and returned to Earth.

    There, I came across Jonghun by chance in the lab.

    "Hyunwoo!"

    Spotting me, he immediately stood up and came over.

    The warmth of his embrace reminded me I was back on Earth.

    I calmly sat across from Jonghun, momentarily tempering the acute senses I'd honed.

    "Sorry for being late."

    "It's fine. You're back safely; that's what matters. Have you had lunch? I was just about to order. If not, join me. I have some things to tell you."

    I sat on the sofa as Jonghun suggested.

    While we waited for our delivery, I brought him up to speed with recent events.

    "What? The twins are doing what?"

    From Jonghun, I heard unexpected news.

    *

    The espresso machine let out a consistent 'woong' as it operated, amidst a jumble of other noises.

    A high-pitched whir from a blender concocting another drink.

    "Order 307, your blueberry smoothie and yogurt smoothie are ready!"

    The voice of a part-timer trying to catch the attention of a customer who hadn't picked up their completed drinks.

    "The hygiene here is terrible. A hair in my drink? Make me a new one, now!"

    The grumble of a low-class customer demanding a new drink after having consumed almost the entire original.

    "Hahaha! Seriously?"

    "Don't even mention it. I wanted to crawl into a hole."

    Conversations of patrons scattered across the cafe.

    The whole place was filled with various noises, enveloping Yeonwoo.

    Since summer break began two weeks ago, she had started her part-time job.

    Balancing work and study was tough, but she had no intention of quitting.

    Finally, she was able to ease some of Hyunwoo's burdens.

    "Orabang started working at our age too. Why can't we?"

    Hyunwoo would be upset if he found out.

    He'd insist on studying more with the time spent on part-time work.

    Jonghun only allowed it for the duration of the break, against prolonged work.

    Yet, while Hyunwoo was away, they planned to save as much as possible.

    And when he returned, she would tell him.

    "You don't have to bear all the hardships alone anymore."

    Easing their big brother's burdens made any hard work feel insignificant.

    Yeonwoo buried herself in work, washing empty drink cups.

    New orders poured in through the kiosk as soon as she finished sorting them.

    "A caramel mint frappuccino and a grapefruit aid to-go, please."

    Yeonwoo quickly prepared the drinks, ready to call out their order number.

    But suddenly, she froze in surprise.

    At the cafe's corner, where the drinks were served, she locked eyes with a man standing at an angle.

    A tall, broad-shouldered figure with a slender waist, clearly muscled even through a white tee and jeans.

    How had she not noticed such a striking presence before?

    Everyone at the cafe took a glance at him.

    As soon as he met her gaze, he began walking over slowly, as if drawn by her eyes.

    "Why are you so startled? Did you see a ghost?"

    "Uh, uh..."

    The man in the simple white tee, jeans, and a cap was Hyunwoo.

    Yeonwoo could hardly find her words, her mouth agape.

    She had a list of things she'd planned to say upon seeing him again.

    Yet, the sudden reunion froze her thoughts.

    Hyunwoo surprised her by handing one of the prepared drinks to Yeonwoo.

    "The mint one is yours, right? You like this one, don't you?"

    "Mm..."

    Yeonwoo nodded absentmindedly, accepting the drink.

    Hyunwoo muttered as he shook his head, still baffled by the mysterious appeal of what he thought tasted like toothpaste.

    He pierced a straw into his iced Americano and continued.

    "Where's Jinwoo?"

    "What?"

    "Where does Jinwoo work? I heard at a nearby theater, but I'm not familiar with this area."

    "Oh, uh, just in the building right behind..."

    "Box office? Or concessions?"

    "Bo-box office..."

    "Hmm."

    Hyunwoo took a sip of his coffee, silently watching Yeonwoo.

    Then, out of nowhere, he reached over with a light chuckle.

    Instead of a comforting pat on the head, a firm flick landed on her forehead.

    "Ouch!"

    Yeonwoo reflexively covered her forehead.

    "Don't dawdle; get back to work!"

    Hyunwoo said as he collected the other drinks.

    "When you finish, come straight home. We'll talk then."

    "Uh, okay."

    With her response, Hyunwoo left the cafe.

    Yeonwoo watched him walk away, rubbing her forehead.

    "He didn't scold me like I expected."

    Surprised by Hyunwoo's unexpected demeanor, Yeonwoo found herself unable to say any of what she'd prepared.

    She briefly fiddled with the drink cup Hyunwoo had left.

    "What's up with that? Who was he?"

    One of her colleagues approached, showering Yeonwoo with questions.

    "Who is that? He's super handsome, is he your boyfriend?"

    "Wow, Yeonwoo, I didn't think you'd have a boyfriend. You said you didn't have one."

    "Does it matter? What's with that drink he left?"

    "Gorgeous body, is he a PT model?"

    "Athlete, perhaps?"

    Startled, Yeonwoo tried to speak up, flustered by the barrage of questions.

    "No, no, he's my brother! My real brother!"

    Her response only fueled their curiosity even more.

    "Really? How old is he?"

    "Does he have a girlfriend? If not, introduce me!"

    Her female coworkers' interest only grew.

    *

    Jinwoo's reaction at the cinema box office wasn't much different from Yeonwoo's.

    He froze in shock as soon as our eyes met.

    Clearly, he knew I wouldn't be pleased with this development.

    "And yet they went through with it."

    They must have exchanged knowing glances, planning something quietly.

    "Huu."

    Honestly, hearing the news about the twins from Jonghun left me with mixed feelings.

    I could already see what thoughts were swirling in their heads.

    I was slightly upset, yet also deeply moved.

    Having grown from toddlers clinging to my waist, they were now old enough to try standing on their own.

    I refrained from ordering them to quit, opting to watch from afar.

    But that didn't mean I intended to leave them be.

    That evening, I sat at the dining table with the twins after they returned from work.

    Jonghun was on the night shift, and Jaehyuk, home from his internship, observed the family meeting from the sofa.

    "How long have you been working?"

    I broke the silence, causing Yeonwoo to nervously glance at Jinwoo before responding.

    "I've been at it for 2 weeks, and he has for 3..."

    "So, Jinwoo started before summer break."

    "Yes, right after finals..."

    Yeonwoo answered my questions diligently, while Jinwoo simply kept his mouth shut.

    He seemed more guarded when we met earlier at his workplace.

    - We don't share everything with you, hyung.

    - We didn't think we needed to explain or get your permission for everything.

    He wasn't wrong.

    "And they're both 18 now."

    They should be able to think and decide for themselves.

    And bear responsibility for those decisions.

    'Honestly, part-time work isn't necessarily bad experience.'

    Jonghun had a similar educational philosophy to mine, allowing a short period of part-time work.

    'If it was life-threatening or part of some crime, I would've dragged them back by their collars.'

    In reality, both dangers were more likely involved in what I was doing than what the twins were doing.

    Simply put, they were legally employed, unlike some of my endeavors.

    'But letting them continue is inefficient.'

    They were in their final year soon enough, and it was time to focus heavily on their studies, not part-time jobs.

    'There's already plenty of money.'

    Selling all the loot from Bihar could fetch tens of billions.

    There was no necessity for them to work to ease my burdens.

    The problem was explaining all this money to them was impossible.

    'If I could just say that, they'd avoid unnecessary efforts.'

    As I pondered over a solution, words failed me, and the twins stayed silent in turn.

    No matter how much I mulled it over, the conclusion remained the same.

    Making time to earn a comparatively small amount of money was inefficient with what I'd accumulated.

    "You two."

    At my words after a heavy pause, Yeonwoo and Jinwoo swallowed nervously.

    "Are you confident you can maintain your grades while working?"

    "Yes!"

    "Of course!"

    They might have thought I'd approve of their part-time jobs.

    The twins answered quickly, eyes sparkling with hope.

    "Do you have the same confidence to earn full scholarships?"

    Yet, they hesitated, unable to answer my follow-up question.

    "If you have time to earn hourly wages, use it to study for a scholarship."

    Honestly, it isn't easy.

    The top talents all gather in one place, making full scholarships a rare deal.

    That's why I never brought up scholarships before.

    I didn't want to add to their burdens. I intended to cover their tuition myself.

    But seeing them work so pointlessly, things had to change.

    If I wanted to keep their focus aligned, I needed to provide a more definite motivation.

    "I know you've grown up, doing things on your own, but does it have to be now?"

    "... We, we just didn't want to be a burden anymore."

    As the conversation veered toward stopping their jobs, Jinwoo, filled with anxiety, stared squarely at me.

    I returned his gaze without avoiding it, continuing.

    "It's not a burden. It's my duty."

    I hoped this would suffice.

    Having brought up scholarships instilled motivation and caution.

    "It's my fault you're going through this. So..."

    "Why is it your fault!"

    Jinwoo suddenly interrupted me, yelling loudly.

    "It's the fault of those who ran off with our parents' money! Why is it your fault?"

    I was taken aback; it was the first time something like this had ever happened.

    Jinwoo had never raised his voice in front of me like this, not while our parents were alive nor after their passing.

    Unlike Yeonwoo, who sometimes acted out or showed her anger, Jinwoo always considered consequences before acting.

    As a result, his emotional expressions weren't active.

    I often hoped he'd display more of his feelings, at least like that one time.

    "You haven't done anything wrong, so why..."

    As I stood there, stunned into silence, Jinwoo abruptly stood up.

    "O, oh, hey! Where are you going?"

    Yeonwoo, equally flustered, called after him, but he ignored her and stormed out.

    I simply watched the direction Jinwoo had left.

    "O, orabang, I'll go after him, don't worry too much!"

    Yeonwoo hurriedly followed after Jinwoo.

    Once the twins left, Jaehyuk, who'd been witnessing it all from the sofa, let out a long yawn before speaking to me.

    "I knew this would happen at some point. Shocked?"

    I glanced back at him and replied.

    "Just a bit surprised."

    "You look a bit pleased for someone who says they're surprised."

    I was. It was hard to deny that truth.

    Was it comforting to see Jinwoo expressing his feelings, even if through anger?

    "Not bad."

    Leaning back in my chair, I murmured with a chuckle.

    "Though it does feel like he overreacted a bit."

    I valued Jinwoo expressing his feelings, yet understanding what triggered them was another matter.

    Couldn't we have just resolved things later once things got better?

    As I mused, Jaehyuk let out a disbelieving laugh.

    "You know, your empathy is sorely lacking sometimes."

    "Are you picking a fight?"

    That was a cue to stop.

    Cutting off Jaehyuk's admonition, I stood up from my seat.

    "Seriously, you planning on following him?"

    Jaehyuk clicked his tongue as if saying what's the big deal.

    "If you go now, in the heat of the moment, what will you say?"

    Sauntering over to the kitchen, he pulled a beer from the fridge and said,

    "At times like these, just let it be."

    I furrowed my brow as I caught the beer can he tossed.

    "You won't allow them to work, right?"

    So, it's best not to rekindle the fire and give it time to naturally simmer down.

    Jaehyuk was right. The next morning, Jinwoo came to me on his own accord.

    Damned System

  
    Chapter 250

    Chapter 250. Invasion (3)

    "I apologize for shouting yesterday. It was wrong of me to walk out like that."

    "But I don't want to quit my part-time job. I can study and work at the same time. I'm serious."

    Jinwoo declared with resolute eyes, expressing his opinion with determination.

    Witnessing his firm stance, I didn't wish to outright ignore his wishes.

    So, instead of repeatedly telling him to quit, I proposed a wager.

    "Prove it with your September mock exam results."

    He needed to improve his national rank by at least 50 places.

    If his results fell short or only maintained his current standing, I couldn't allow him to work.

    Only then did Jinwoo nod with a bright expression.

    Unfortunately for him, it was a wager I was bound to win.

    Maintaining grades while working part-time is no easy feat.

    'Frankly, it's impossible for those in the range of the twins.'

    Those competing with the twins focus solely on academics.

    'The twins are quite smart.'

    But they weren't geniuses capable of surpassing those dedicated to studying.

    'A considerable number will rise from below.'

    Most of those competing with the twins are children of professionals, businessmen, and influential figures in politics and finance.

    Their investment in academics was on a different level: time, education, and money.

    The price for occasionally being distracted against such people was undoubtedly high.

    The September mock exam scores were certainly going to fall.

    Thus, the bet was a punishment for Jinwoo and Yeonwoo.

    'They may seem confident because they haven't slipped in their studies before.'

    Once they experience it, they'll realize it's not the time for this.

    My intention was to discipline them just up to that point.

    'It's good that it happened before they hit senior year.'

    I decided to think positively about what had already transpired.

    The situation was settled with a bet between me and the twins.

    With conditional approval granted, the twins, like yesterday, went to their part-time jobs.

    The Seo family went off to their respective workplaces.

    Left alone in the empty house, I practiced mana training for a bit.

    As evening approached, I ventured outside.

    It was the day for the gathering proposed by Kim Yul.

    He said the restaurant he found was in Apgujeong, so we planned to meet at a nearby subway station.

    Wearing a magic tool for disguise, I waited at the appointed place for a moment.

    Then I saw a line of black cars stopping on the road.

    One, two, three, then four.

    "......"

    With a sharp feeling, I watched that direction.

    Sure enough, nearly ten people alighted from the cars.

    One of them glanced around before pointing exactly in my direction.

    "Oh, there he is."

    My cheek involuntarily twitched.

    Every single one was a familiar face.

    Understanding what was happening wasn't difficult.

    'This is insane.'

    When Kim Yul first mentioned it, I thought it was just going to be a simple dinner with party members.

    It seemed like the right time for such a meeting on Earth.

    'In Bihar, dining out frequently isn't developed, so meal choices are limited.'

    In the corrupted area, meals consist mainly of jerky, preserved food, or instant noodles.

    What we typically consume isn't very extravagant.

    With Yang Taeho's personal information revealed, it seemed like a good chance for an open meeting.

    That's why I accepted Kim Yul's proposal.

    "Oh, it's really K."

    "K, sir."

    "Hey, mister!"

    In order, An Kijun, Yang Hyewon, and Im Namkyu greeted me.

    I had heard a few months ago that An Kijun had also gotten caught in the search network and was taken to the National Intelligence Service, just like Yang Taeho.

    As a result, the frequency of using the gifting function I used often through him had decreased.

    'That's not the point.'

    I was amazed that those three came out together.

    "Long time no see, Mr. K!"

    Kim Muwon, who followed me to China under Kim Jonghwa's orders to target me.

    "Hello."

    "Pleased to meet you!"

    "Let me formally introduce myself. I'm Choi Hyungwook!"

    There were even players 1, 2, and 3, whom I had met during the Yun Jihye incident.

    It seemed like all the players who I had encountered in Korea were here.

    Additionally, with the agents from the National Intelligence Service accompanying us as observers, we became a large group of 15 people.

    The instigator of this was obvious without even looking.

    As I crossed my arms and glanced around, I saw Kim Yul peeking out from behind Yang Taeho.

    The moment our eyes met, he frantically started speaking.

    "Hey, I was going out with the mister, and then, suddenly, these people! They rushed at us asking if we were going out to eat something delicious!"

    Then, pointing fervently at the others, he spoke.

    "They wondered if we were going to have something tasty to eat together!"

    So, he said he told them the truth that he would be seeing me too?

    Even failing to give me a hint before our rendezvous?

    "I definitely told them not to follow, but they insisted they had an appointment here too."

    As I glared icily, Kim Yul's voice gradually shrunk.

    But that was only for a moment.

    "They said let's go together since we all know each other, it'd be nice, right?"

    "Right, right!"

    Yang Taeho interjected energetically in support of Kim Yul.

    Finally, I sighed and uncrossed my arms.

    What could I do about such a large gathering?

    No point in making a fuss here.

    'We shouldn't stay here drawing attention.'

    Since my personal information couldn't be disclosed here, it was best to move on.

    "Where are we going?"

    I asked briefly, at which point Kim Yul, having regained his spirit, took the lead.

    A short walk later, we arrived at a black pork specialty restaurant.

    "Considering dietary restrictions like seafood allergies, pork seemed the safest choice."

    Whether his words were an excuse or an explanation was unclear, but upon entering, a reservation for 15 people awaited us.

    Even the accompanying agents from the National Intelligence Service had seats reserved.

    With such obvious planning, to say these people just tagged along without cause?

    'At least try to lie convincingly.'

    Sighing again, I took a seat, and Im Namkyu quickly occupied the spot to my right.

    Though we weren't particularly close, nor had barriers of familiarity between us.

    It was awkward to chase him off after he sat down, so I left him be.

    'Looks like he's grown almost 50 to 60 centimeters since I last saw him.'

    From being waist-high to almost reaching my chest, he had grown considerably.

    As I pondered over how quickly kids seem to grow, others settled into their seats.

    Yang Hyewon took the seat to my left, and the party members were opposite us.

    The other players also distributed themselves among the seats.

    After ordering, the staff expertly grilled the meat for us in a smooth process.

    Even Player 2, along with Kim Yul and Im Namkyu.

    All the adults, except for the three minors, skillfully filled their glasses.

    Before downing the first drink.

    "It's technically a welcome party for Taeho, isn't it? Shouldn't we make a toast?"

    "Oh, yes! Taeho, say a few words!"

    Feeling embarrassed, Yang Taeho raised his glass.

    "Ah, I don't have anything grand to say...... just take care of me from now on."

    Cheers.

    As the glasses clinked together, a clear sound resonated.

    "Mm."

    Expressing an appreciative sound, Yang Taeho placed down his empty glass.

    I wondered why he ordered drinks he couldn't even get drunk on, but he seemed to simply crave the taste of soju.

    "Ah."

    Apparently, I was the same.

    Upon downing one glass, I couldn't help but smile.

    What made this small glass so significant?

    As I began filling the next glass, I caught Yang Taeho's gaze.

    Grinning, he extended his glass, prompting me to fill it as well.

    "This isn't bad either, huh?"

    "Yes, it really isn't."

    "Sometimes a lively evening is enjoyable. So, don't be too harsh on Yul."

    Nodding in understanding, I downed the drink again.

    'Back in Bihar, neither of us touched alcohol at all.'

    Once I let my guard down, things became easier.

    The glass filled and emptied again.

    The sizzling cooked meat disappeared.

    And as the voices of those who were drunk not on alcohol but on atmosphere grew louder.

    'It's genuinely not bad.'

    Whether today's mana training went well.

    Or from being worn out from non-stop running.

    Or maybe I just missed a normal life.

    I couldn't pinpoint the exact reason, but this situation wasn't bad.

    Immersed in the strange feeling, I released a deep, relaxed breath.

    Right then, I noticed Kim Yul slyly try to grab the soju bottle in front of Yang Taeho.

    Spotting the attempted mischief early, I glared, which made him give up instantly.

    "I'm telling you, there's an old-fashioned streak within you."

    Muttering with lips slightly pouty, Kim Yul poured himself some soda.

    Since Im Namkyu's glass was empty, I ordered more beverages and reached for the soju bottle.

    I intended to refill my glass, which had emptied again.

    But someone picked up the bottle before I could.

    "Mind if I pour you a drink?"

    Instead of answering, I extended my glass, and with a gentle pour, the new drink filled it.

    Handing over the soju bottle, I poured Yang Hyewon a drink and asked,

    "Are you planning to stay on Earth?"

    "Yes, I'm primarily focused on association work, so I haven't had the chance to return to Bihar."

    "I heard an international agreement was finalized...... How does the Korean government feel about it?"

    "Fortunately, people like Squad Leader Yang Jochul hold favorable views. It's probably thanks to the initial response that helped build trust."

    It wasn't hard to deduce she referred to the events surrounding Han Changshik and Yun Jihye.

    'Speaking of which......'

    Seemingly, during the Han Changshik incident, Yang Hyewon's brother had died.

    I glanced at the table behind us.

    There, the National Intelligence Service agents ate their meals unremarkably.

    'That's more just accompanying rather than surveillance.'

    During those times when Han Changshik created chaos, such an atmosphere was beyond reach.

    Even amidst the Yun Jihye incident, some couldn't conceal their hostility.

    Was it because there hadn't been any further incidents or accidents in Korea?

    It seemed like Korean views on players softened significantly.

    Yang Hyewon implied it was thanks to me.

    While it's possible my actions sparked it.

    "I didn't achieve it alone."

    The persistent trust built by other players must have played a larger role than my involvement.

    'With Ethan vigilantly overseeing Europe, starting with England, things remain quiet.'

    Though parts of South America, the US, China, and Russia dealt with issues due to drugs.

    Lily managed to establish agreements compliant with international law with 159 countries.

    'The association leads the protection of player rights and freedoms.'

    Conversely, the association must spearhead legal measures against violations.

    In exchange for protecting players from all humans, obligations would also be imposed.

    'To stand at the vanguard in battle.'

    This means the association would enforce authority over players.

    With the earth entering serious preparation for war, it was gradually gearing up.

    'So far, it went smoothly.'

    Countries openly cooperated, wary of being devoured by monsters from another world.

    Externally, state leaders collaborated on war readiness.

    While some contention and greed were observable.

    Most cases retained cooperation.

    Unified cooperation from humans was impossible, and not all cooperated 100%.

    'Still, having China sorted is beneficial.'

    China was now under the control of association figures.

    A regime change masquerading as political reform took place.

    They hurried to establish domestic laws for players.

    'Considering the vast lands and population there.'

    Political blunders could've elevated issues within China.

    But efforts thwarted that, beginning restorative measures.

    Severing the fuse of the largest bomb resulted in satisfactory outcomes.

    'It's sufficient.'

    Earth steadily and smoothly prepares for war.

    By the time Bihar collapses and players retreat from that land, more safety measures, policies, and social systems will be in place.

    'Victory is attainable.'

    The tireless efforts until now revealed a glimmer of hope.

    Feeling that exhilaration wash over me, I took a deep breath in contentment.

    Wishing to revel a bit longer, I downed the drink poured by Yang Hyewon in one go.

    As the empty glass clanked onto the table,

    Beeeep-!

    「The system is under attack!」

    A terrifying ringing sounded as a bright red system window appeared.
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    Blink.

    For the first time since the game started, the icons stubbornly occupying one corner of my vision disappeared momentarily.

    Everyone in the area inhaled sharply, almost simultaneously, taken aback.

    Immediately, all icons and message windows reappeared, returning everything to normal.

    "What was that...?"

    Gulp.

    "What was it?"

    Im Namkyu, swallowing his mouthful of meat in one go, asked in a trembling voice.

    There was no need for anyone to answer him.

    Everyone could see the newly displayed message as the interface normalized.

    「The barrier is collapsing! A hole is opening!」

    「HIDDEN MISSION - The emergency defense battle is starting.」

    My face hardened at the news I had never wished for.

    HIDDEN MISSION

    「Emergency Defense Battle」

    Earth is under invasion. All players must swiftly return to Earth, annihilate the enemies, and close the holes.

    「Hole Status」

    0/0

    「Success Reward」

    ?????

    「Time Limit」

    ?????

    Hurriedly bringing up the mission window, I noted the number indicating the status was 0.

    But I couldn't take my eyes off that number.

    I stared at it so intently, it seemed like I might burn a hole through the mission window.

    「The Capitalism Trait is activating.」

    「The system is switching to support mode. Support target player Kang Hyunwoo.」

    「Holes are being placed where the defensive possibilities are high.」

    「The Capitalism Trait is deactivating.」

    New information popped up on my message window, and the status number began to increase rapidly.

    "Three, five, nine, twenty-three, forty-eight...?"

    With the same hardened expression, I turned my head.

    Through the wide-open window, I could clearly see the outside.

    Thanks to that, the commotion erupting outside reached me vividly.

    Crash, crack.

    It began with the sound of rupture, a car alarm wailing, accompanied it.

    "Aeeeeeeh, aeeeeeeh!"

    "Aaah!"

    "Kyah!"

    In between, there were screams unmistakably human.

    When I opened up the senses I had closed off for daily life, everything became clearer.

    "Where the defensive possibilities are high..."

    I slowly stood up, mulling over the message that likely only appeared to me.

    The other players present were also fixated on the view beyond the window.

    They must have opened up their senses, just like I did.

    Judging from their faces mixed with disbelief, shock, and confusion, it was obvious.

    As the commotion slowly moved closer, the agents from the National Intelligence Service accompanying us felt the abnormality and rose from their seats.

    Were they displaying the discipline of trained agents?

    Instead of panicking and dithering, they immediately moved to assess the situation.

    They were trying to rush outside the shop.

    Of course, they didn't make it far before I stopped them.

    "Ugh, what's happening here...?"

    I spoke as I pushed the one who tried to protest back into the shop.

    "Prepare for battle."

    With jaws hanging in astonishment, the National Intelligence Service agents watched as not only me but also Kim Yul and Yang Taeho stood and began donning their gear.

    Due to the commotion outside, the other customers who had turned to the window now focused their gaze on us.

    "What is this? So sudden?"

    "Oh my, isn't that a gun? Is it real?"

    "Nah, must be a prop."

    "Are you filming some kind of content?"

    The agents, snapping back to their senses, urgently shouted.

    "What are you doing?!"

    In contrast, I maintained a calm tone.

    "Find a way to evacuate the civilians."

    The system clearly stated that holes would be allocated where the defensive capabilities were strongest.

    That meant holes would continue to form around this area.

    'Because I'm here.'

    The moment I gritted my teeth, our party finished preparing for battle.

    The other players were also busily equipping their individual gear.

    "We will form a temporary party with those present. Report the situation through chat."

    Messages accepting the party request quickly appeared.

    Immediately, I turned to Ha Gwonchan and asked,

    "How long until support arrives?"

    While donning her armor, she was simultaneously on a phone call, her eyes busily scanning the air.

    Even in such chaos, she quickly answered my question.

    "The helicopter team will take at least 15 minutes, even on the move."

    Soon after, red butterflies began forming around me.

    "Wow, what is that?"

    "It's beautiful."

    Ignoring the admirations of nearby customers, I headed outside.

    I could sense familiar mana clusters.

    Among them, there was one with swirling mana.

    'Messeo.'

    No, it wasn't. This mana form differed from a Messeo's usual aura.

    Typically, a messeo's mana takes in energy.

    However, this appeared as if it were emitting it.

    'It's the fluttering of Bihar's mana into Earth.'

    The mana detected by the magic wasn't all there was.

    Nearby, a large cluster of mana was moving actively.

    With each movement, smaller mana clusters around it disappeared.

    Its sheer size was comparable to hundreds.

    'It's the scale of a one-star evolved species.'

    Predators like polar bears are usually born with only mana levels in the early twenties.

    Thus, it was obvious what the owner of this massive mana belonged to.

    It felt as if my mind was being seared white.

    Yet, even in such conditions, my body—trained for battle—was already casting a spear.

    "Aaack!"

    The spear brushed past the person on the ground screaming.

    Crash.

    It skewered the target and pinned it to the wall.

    "Keek!"

    The monster that emerged from the alley dangled helplessly impaled by the spear on the wall.

    As I caught my deep breath, closing my eyes, I released my mana.

    The mana that swarmed out began feeding me information from the surroundings.

    Riding on red threads, my senses shredded the few monsters that escaped from the hole.

    By then, other players were catching up to me from behind.

    Gulp.

    The ones swallowing hard, still looking bewildered, looked at me.

    Just as I was about to give them directives,

    Buzz, crackle.

    The interface flickered, then displayed the map usually seen only in a corrupted area.

    'The Capitalism Trait is... turned off.'

    The situation was in shambles, and yet the system intervened briefly and then vanished.

    'It was said to be attacked...'

    For now, let's assume that the system is unable to support the matters unfolding here.

    I identified the locations of the whirlpool-shaped mana and spoke rapidly.

    "Tankers, head toward Dosan Park. The hole open there is the biggest."

    Probably a five-star, corresponding to a level 7 or higher mission site.

    "If possible, clear it. If not, focus on preventing high-rank evolved species from roaming."

    "Got it!"

    "Dealers, form teams with those who have detection magic, handle the small holes first, then gather at the park. Request support if you can't handle it alone."

    "Understood!"

    With a brief response, players scattered, boots pounding on the ground.

    Once they had moved, the agents sprang from the shop.

    Some were busily dialing on their phones, their voices rising.

    Others stood there amidst the unyielding bystanders around, shouting.

    "Evacuate! Everyone needs to evacuate quickly!"

    "This is a real disaster situation! Evacuate now!"

    But the people didn't comply with the instructions from those they didn't even know.

    Instead, they raised their smartphones towards the monster's carcass and me.

    Though I found their actions absurd, I couldn't deny it was natural for anyone unfamiliar.

    The agents seemed to share my sentiment.

    For a moment, they stood nearby, biting their lips as they watched the crowd—silent and observant.

    Eventually, one of the agents pulled a gun from his waist and fired it into the air.

    Bang, bang!

    "Kyah!"

    "Whoa! What's happening?!"

    "It's a gun! A real gun!"

    Only then did they startle, hunching down with a scream before bursting into a run.

    While those monsters seemed far more dangerous than that gunshot.

    Despite staring at the monsters, they ran only after hearing the gunshots.

    It's a saying that a little ignorance can make you brave.

    I looked at the agent who pulled the gun and said,

    "Imagine clearing out entire areas like Sinsa-dong, Cheongdam, Apgujeong... No, think of evacuating the whole Gangnam area. And hurry out yourselves."

    For soon, it would become a battlefield.

    Even as I spoke, the ever-increasing number of holes and ominous black dots hinted at that fate.

    "... Yes."

    Watching the agents grow pale and hastily make their way out, I retrieved a smartphone from my inventory.

    It was registered under Seongwu's name.

    My hands were slightly sluggish as I dialed an unregistered number.

    Yet, it didn't take long to input the mere 11 digits.

    Shortly after, with the press of the call button, a rhythmic tone reached my ear.

    Before it reached the third ring,

    "Yes, I'm on the line."

    The recipient answered.

    It was the voice of Squad Leader Yang Jochul—a voice I was familiar with, though seldom heard.

    The background noise was chaotic, filled with bustling sounds.

    Yet, despite the commotion, my call was answered before the third ring finished sounding.

    "K?"

    And as if naturally expecting my call, he asked for me even after seeing the unknown number.

    'So, they've set this phone aside for my exclusive use.'

    It meant Squad Leader Yang Jochul was still keeping his senses sharp, focused on me.

    With that realization, I shed the rest of my hesitation.

    "I won't be able to move from here for a while."

    More accurately, I shouldn't move.

    If I understood correctly, holes were being drawn towards fast-growing, strong players like me.

    To minimize the damage, I must not stray far or relocate.

    But it wasn't just me serving as a focal point for these events.

    Proof lay in the suddenly bustling community boards, rife with chatter about holes appearing in various countries.

    A testament that the world, not just South Korea, was experiencing similar phenomena.

    'There might be other focal points in Seoul aside from me.'

    And that's why I called Squad Leader Yang Jochul.

    "So, please ensure the safety of my family."

    If I kept it hidden and left them tangled in this upheaval...

    I wouldn't be able to forgive myself.

    Thus, I turned to the one most suited to assist in this situation for help.

    "Are you referring to your family?"

    "You're the only one I can rely on for such a request."

    I heard a gulp, followed by a slightly tense voice.

    "... Provide their names and locations, and I will dispatch agents immediately."

    For over a year, I had stayed well-hidden, but that precaution meant little now.

    Taking a deep breath, I shared the details he requested.

    "And... please keep my existence quiet for now."

    I still couldn't muster the courage to tell my siblings about the dangerous battlefields I roamed.

    Even if a video of something captured me leaking out, it wouldn't be my face.

    At least temporarily, until today's calamity was dealt with, I hoped to buy some time.

    "I understand."

    Ending the short call, I put the smartphone back into my inventory and moved.

    Before long, I arrived at the site of the dead monster.

    Noticeably, the alley where it had emerged caught my eye alongside the spear lodged in the wall.

    In the center, a swirling black mass of smoke surely indicated a hole.

    "Kieeee, kieeee!"

    Just then, a monster poked its head out from there.

    Clenching my teeth, I released my mana again.

    'How dare they.'

    Did they think crawling in here would go unnoticed?

    As blue light scattered through my eyes, its head was severed.

    Its body unable to fully emerge from the hole.

    Including the monster I just killed, the remaining carcasses totaled four.

    Yet beside them lay over ten dismembered human corpses.

    All that happened in merely a minute or two.

    Witnessing such a scene, fire burned deeply in my chest.

    With a fierce determination, I raised my spear and closed the hole.

    HIDDEN MISSION

    「Emergency Defense Battle」

    Earth is under invasion. All players must swiftly return to Earth, annihilate the enemies, and close the holes.

    「Hole Status」

    1/97

    「Success Reward」

    ?????

    「Time Limit」

    ?????

    The day that would be known as the beginning of a week of nightmares had just begun.
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    "Ugh..."

    The woman who had fainted staggered as she regained consciousness.

    She had been flung outside the building due to a sudden shock.

    At that moment, she had seen something horrible.

    She attempted to recall the memory but was abruptly halted by a weight pressing down on her body.

    It was heavy, making it difficult to breathe, and so cold that it sent shivers down her spine.

    Forcing her eyes open, she was met with a shocking sight.

    What she saw was the corpse of her boyfriend.

    "Ahhh!"

    She screamed in horror.

    The commotion attracted a monster that wasn't too far away.

    Yes, it was a being that could only be described as a 'monster.'

    It towered over 2 meters.

    It had eight legs covered in thick fur.

    Three blood-red eyes on each side, making it six in total.

    Four bizarre black stars attached to its head.

    The scene was surreal; a reality that seemed to fade away.

    The creature's massive, spine-like appendage on its tail drilled into the cement ground, creating significant holes.

    The woman's eyes trembled uncontrollably as she witnessed this sight.

    'Why, why... how?'

    Cement shouldn't have holes like that.

    Everything in front of her seemed to shatter her common sense and destroy reality.

    But what left the deepest shock was the monster's mouth, which opened horizontally instead of vertically.

    The thing in the monster's mouth appeared to be a human body.

    As she viewed the scene with trembling eyes, a series of images rapidly flashed through her mind.

    The person making calculations in front of her.

    The sudden scream.

    The hairy legs of the monster that burst through the window shortly after.

    The expression of the person impaled by that leg and the red blood spurting from their stomach.

    Chaos and screams filling every corner, and the vivid terror.

    On the cold cement floor, the woman trembled and burst into tears.

    "Hik, hik...!"

    The events she witnessed before fainting replayed repeatedly in her mind.

    Her body was beyond her control.

    All she could do was sit there, forcing difficult breaths in desperation.

    Unfortunately, the monster didn't have the compassion to let her go alive.

    "Kirick."

    The monster, having finished swallowing the person, stretched its forelegs toward her.

    The woman stared with empty eyes at the forelegs approaching her.

    Soon, she'd end up like the person impaled earlier.

    Even as she screamed a terrible scream, scratching the floor until her skin tore.

    In the end, she would be dragged away and disappear into the monster's mouth.

    The fear and threat to her life were intense, unlike anything she had ever experienced.

    She was so overwhelmed that she even forgot the basic survival instinct of breathing.

    As she stared blankly at the approaching death, suddenly something sparkled in the air, and the monster's furry leg floated upward.

    Following it, black blood sprayed everywhere.

    Thunk!

    The ground shook, and the monster crashed into the building next to her.

    The woman failed to grasp what was happening before her eyes.

    Her senses were numb, disconnected from reality.

    Yet, amidst it, a word penetrated her ears clearly.

    "Park Hayoung!"

    It was unmistakably her name.

    "Get a hold of yourself!"

    Park Hayoung inhaled deeply upon hearing the familiar call.

    But there was no time to catch her breath.

    "Kirikkiririk."

    She saw other monsters start creeping towards her.

    "Oh no! Get away, get away!"

    As she struggled and tried to push her body backward, her strength was already depleted.

    Fortunately, the monsters didn't reach her.

    Before they could, they were all shattered to pieces.

    There was a hand forcing her to stand, grabbing her out of her daze.

    "Get up immediately."

    Park Hayoung reflexively raised her head to look at the person who lifted her.

    It was a Caucasian she had never seen before.

    Only then did she realize the obvious question she had overlooked.

    'How does he know my name...?'

    She swore she had never even seen this person fleetingly.

    But how could he possibly know her?

    She was fortunate enough to regain some semblance of normal thinking, but unfortunately, Park Hayoung didn't have the opportunity to resolve that question.

    "If you want to live, move."

    "What, what...?"

    "Run! Keep running to the barricade!"

    She turned her body, complying with the force pushing against her back.

    The desire to survive was far stronger than her curiosity to solve her query.

    Park Hayoung sprinted through a path intermingled with human corpses and monster remains.

    * * *

    Seeing someone helplessly sitting against the monster churned my insides.

    Park Hayoung, she was a classmate from high school.

    After ensuring that Park Hayoung had moved far enough away, I shifted my attention.

    'I wish I could personally escort her.'

    Traveling to the barricade and back would be inefficient.

    Besides, there were no more monsters left on the path she took.

    She'd surely reach the barricade.

    Just in case, I attached a thread of mana to her, so there was no need to worry about her safety.

    I returned my focus to combat.

    Dozens of monsters were being shredded to pieces.

    Creatures with resistance roared and charged at me.

    I gritted my teeth and thrust my spear toward them.

    'Damned.'

    Park Hayoung's expression, trapped in panic, remained vivid in my mind.

    That could've been my family out there just a moment ago.

    Although I saved someone this time by sheer luck, could I do it again next time?

    How many times will this happen in the future?

    These scenarios never failed to make me anxious.

    I received a text from Squad Leader Yang Jochul, ensuring my family's safety.

    However, just because they're safe now doesn't guarantee their safety tomorrow.

    Knowing that is why I had fervently wished for this damned war not to spill over to Earth.

    With today, that hope was utterly crushed.

    Yes, crushed.

    Even knowing that such a day would inevitably come, I felt suffocated.

    The street stood as a testament to my chaotic state.

    The streets were a tangled mess of black and diluted blood.

    Just looking at the path, where you could barely discern black from red, induced complex emotions from within me.

    A Friday evening, in the bustling area of Gangnam.

    It was hard to fathom that I was here slaying monsters in such a crowded area.

    'Damn, damn!'

    The street was littered with the corpses of monsters, numbering in the hundreds or thousands.

    Contrarily, there weren't as many human bodies as one would expect.

    'More than half must have been eaten.'

    Even the remaining bodies were mostly fragmented.

    Few maintained their complete form.

    I couldn't even gauge how many had perished.

    Had I not been here today, would these people have survived?

    "Damn it..."

    Objectively speaking, the System was right.

    Having the Holes open in a concentrated area made it easier for players to hold off the monsters compared to them opening sporadically everywhere.

    If holes had opened up randomly without the System's intervention, the damage would have been far worse.

    'That's why Biharin was easily overwhelmed initially.'

    It was impossible to respond effectively to holes opening up unpredictably.

    I understood the System's decision was correct.

    But that didn't make the situation any less complicated.

    Staring at the corpses unable to close their eyes, I swallowed hard.

    It felt like I was seeing Park Hayoung's corpse.

    Followed by illusions of Mr. Seo and his sons Yeonwoo, and Jinwoo.

    I clenched my teeth, desperately pushing away those haunting hallucinations.

    'I need to deal with the situation first.'

    There's no time to get lost in thoughts.

    The mission briefing already showed over 600 Holes.

    While more than 300 Holes had been closed worldwide, the rate of opening continued to increase rapidly.

    Moreover, the Holes were growing in scale with time.

    Initially, the swirling black smoke mass barely reached human height.

    Now, there were ones the size of entire buildings.

    'According to the community, a general-rank monster has already appeared.'

    While biting the inside of my cheek, I killed a 5-star evolved species emerging from a Hole.

    With each battle, a city once reserved for humanity became layered with monstrous corpses.

    An alien yet real scene.

    I navigated through, sealing the Holes.

    While doing so, I frequently checked the Traits on the status window.

    'Still deactivated.'

    Despite holes opening for hours, there was no response from the System at all.

    Even if I had divinities to utilize, there was only silence.

    'If the System doesn't reappear and Holes continue to open at this rate...'

    The thought alone painted a dreadful scenario followed by bad news.

    - BunnyGirl: Apgujeong Hyundai Apartment 9, a Nemesis-rank appeared.

    A hurried message with typos forced me to clench my teeth.

    'A nemesis-rank has already crossed over?'

    In Biharin, they never even approached the frontlines.

    Yet, they've already appeared openly on Earth?

    'Are they wagering everything on the initial offensive?'

    It appeared that the enemies were aiming to strike hard early on Earth.

    Perhaps, the reason high-rank monsters were tamed in Biharin was premeditated for this moment.

    'If today's preparation was fueled by conserving their power...'

    Without a second thought, I leaped into the air.

    A nemesis-rank monster wasn't going to stand idly by in front of the players.

    It had to be eliminated before Seoul became irreparably damaged.

    * * *

    It had been a couple of hours since the emergency broke out.

    Swift response had gathered player association forces in Gangnam within merely ten minutes.

    Players from Biharin were joining successively, too.

    Nearly a thousand players had already assembled in Seoul, specifically in Gangnam.

    Consequently, forming the defense line was easier than expected.

    Black smoke whirled endlessly spawning monsters, but they could hold their ground.

    However, circumstances quickly shifted when a colossal hole appeared, spanning several meters.

    What emerged was catastrophe itself.

    "Ahhh!"

    "It's collapsing, everyone move!"

    Desperate screams and urgent calls were accompanied by diluted blood.

    Then, a thunderous rumble was heard.

    A nearby building had collapsed.

    In the center of the chaos stood a gigantic monster.

    The quadrupedal beast was over 8 meters tall and boasted sharp horns on either side of its head.

    To make matters worse, its body was engulfed in flames.

    Rolling flames expanded endlessly from it, setting the surroundings ablaze.

    Every movement of the beast with nine stars atop its head brought devastation.

    The asphalt road was torn apart, leaving a muddled mixture of dirt.

    Nearby apartments were half demolished.

    If this wasn't disaster personified, what would it be?

    'I must buy us some time.'

    Having confirmed the appearance of the nemesis-rank, a message was sent to K; they had to hold on until he arrived.

    However, it wasn't simple.

    Firstly, physical attacks were almost ineffective.

    The weapons of players charging in with swords and spears shattered.

    Arrows and daggers bounced off its water-like skin, leaving no mark.

    Players who ventured too close were crushed or devoured with a single stomp.

    No survivors remained.

    Thus, the only option was to inflict damage from afar with magic.

    'Damn.'

    Even that wasn't easy.

    Its resistance was exceptionally high.

    Seeing it withstand 3rd-rank magic with ease suggested the need for 4th-rank magic.

    Regrettably, there was no 4th-rank mage on-site.

    To make matters worse, an immense surge of mana began to surge from the nemesis-rank monster.

    Players sensitive to mana quickly noticed the anomaly.

    "The monster is casting magic! It's going to use an area attack!"

    "Evacuate! Move!"

    "Tanker!"

    Simultaneous frantic alerts erupted from all directions.

    Yang Hyewon watched in horror as the ground, cement, steel, and even players melted away.

    "This can't be...!"

    Everything at the nemesis-rank's feet dissolved, turning the vicinity into a lava area.
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    "Its mana is at least rank 4 magma."

    There was even a possibility that its rank was higher than anticipated.

    "Those with low resistance, fall back!"

    She hastily ordered the troops to retreat.

    Her attribute was a 3rd rank tornado. While it increased in power when combined with fire, when opposed to it, its strength significantly waned.

    Mishandling it could inadvertently empower the opponent. Thus, it was impossible to neutralize the area attack of a nemesis-rank enemy alone.

    However, she couldn't just do nothing.

    "Those with water attribute mana, cast magics immediately!"

    Using opposing elements might slow down the spread of the area attack, even if it wasn't the most efficient approach. For now, it was the best option.

    As ordered, water magic poured from all directions, steam rising as the magma met water, slowing its expansion.

    Yet, this was insufficient to stop a nemesis-rank's advance and only seemed to provoke them further.

    "Annoying pests!"

    The water covering the nemesis-rank's body moved bizarrely, sprouting long extensions that looked like spikes.

    These spikes began to harden into a black substance. She immediately recognized them.

    "It's Kerak!"

    Quickly assessing the situation, Yang Hyewon shouted.

    "Tanks, form a frontline! Build the walls of Temoria!"

    Facing both an area attack and Kerak poses uncontrollable risks. Ensuring players weren't infected became imperative.

    'Alpha's purification ability hasn't been publicly discussed.'

    If K, who wished to keep it hidden, refused, she couldn't force him to purify others. Thus, she directed Temoria's tankers to create barriers to prevent Kerak infections.

    However, the response from the tankers was not hopeful.

    "We are too few! We can't form walls wide enough to cover all areas!"

    Approximately a hundred players had gathered, but there weren't many affiliated with the Order of Temoria. Using traits in this scenario would only reduce their effectiveness.

    "Use them anyway!"

    This was not the time to hesitate.

    Just then, a golden barrier rose from the reformed tanker line. As a makeshift measure, Yang Hyewon also intervened.

    'I'll cover what the tankers can't!'

    She completed the mana arrangement she had practiced thousands of times in mere seconds.

    Whoosh!

    The tornado magic, sharing her attribute, came into effect. As swirling winds enveloped the area, kerak launched by the nemesis-rank lost its power and fell.

    Though not perfect, this improvised solution was somewhat effective.

    "Strong species warning! The timer is counting down!"

    "What?! Everyone, retreat! Stay away!"

    Some Kerak that pierced through the wind intercepted the players. She too became infected after a mere brush with it.

    Rumors of the pathogen's arrival spread quickly, causing anxiety among the players.

    Its combat style became more cautious, as expected. This was the worst-case scenario she had wanted to avoid.

    "What are you doing?! Don't retreat! The timer can be managed!"

    Unable to watch any longer, Kim Muwon shouted.

    "Shut up! If you're so confident, go stand in front!"

    "Yeah! If you're that brave, you lead us! Why use us as meat shields?"

    "There's no solution to the strong species timer, is there?!"

    Private players, feeling rebellious, raised their voices in return. Those unaffiliated with the association even distanced themselves explicitly from the nemesis-rank. The situation was deteriorating.

    'Even with a collective effort, it's uncertain if we could hold them.'

    With power still draining away, the magic Yang Hyewon used to counter Kerak only exacerbated the problem. Fire spread uncontrollably, fueled by the addition of wind element.

    "Fall back, retreat as far back as possible!"

    In the end, she had no choice but to command the players to retreat further. Consequently, the nemesis-rank's range of action increased.

    Yang Hyewon gritted my teeth. She had always prided herself on her skill, facing general-ranks multiple times with minimal damage.

    But in front of a nemesis-rank, her abilities seemed utterly inadequate.

    'Unable to even bind them properly, I find myself frantic.'

    To make matters worse, the nemesis-rank seemed to maneuver through the tornado.

    'I can't let them escape......!'

    Just as she considered using additional magic in her panic, the nemesis-rank lunged forward, swinging its foreleg through a gap in the tornado.

    "No!"

    The golden barrier that had blocked the kerak was shredded, and the tank line was tragically swept aside.

    "This cannot be!"

    Though an imperfect replica, it was a trait modeled after the power of gods. To see it crumble so easily was shocking!

    As she watched, the nemesis-rank crouched as if preparing to leap.

    Tankers, who had managed one confrontation, had no chance, nor did the dealers behind them.

    'If left unchecked, they'll all be annihilated!'

    Yang Hyewon stood in the empty space left by the tankers and used a relic.

    'Kantala's Life Price.'

    Kantala was attacked by monsters while fleeing. With his child in his arms, he was devoured.

    The pendant that fell during the struggle became a relic.

    According to its description, it creates an indestructible, absolute shield behind the user for precisely 10 seconds.

    Using the relic, Yang Hyewon turned her back to the nemesis-rank and closed her eyes tightly. What if the relic's power couldn't withstand that monster?

    Or if something went awry, failing to stop it.

    In the quick spiral of these thoughts, thud!

    "Branch Manager!"

    The nemesis-rank, which had charged through the magma-stained ground, collided with the shield at her back. Fortunately, Kantala's Life Price did its job.

    The nemesis-rank, which even the tankers' combined barriers couldn't block, was stopped.

    Confirming that she hadn't moved an inch, she quickly commanded.

    "Now, while there's an opening......!"

    Before she could finish shouting orders to cover the knocked-back tankers with long-range water magic, a tremendous power began to coalesce overhead.

    "What is......!"

    Yang Hyewon looked up with wide eyes.

    Boom!

    Simultaneously, lightning struck from the sky.

    "Graaah!"

    For the first time, the nemesis-rank, which had only dismissed players with disdain, screamed in pain.

    She couldn't turn to see if the shield's position had shifted. But the light flickering behind her noticeably intensified.

    - K: Before the effect on your back ends, move away. Don't linger and get involved.

    Seeing the long-awaited message from K, her expression brightened noticeably.

    "Retreat! Retreat! We have reinforcements! Get the tanks out first!"

    As even association-affiliated players began to retreat, the pendant in her hand shattered into pieces.

    Only then did she feel the immense heat sprawling over her. It was a scalding intensity that seemed like it would melt her skin just by being near.

    As Yang Hyewon backed away, having ensured the wounded were secure, she turned her attention to where the nemesis-rank was.

    A dry gulp escaped her.

    The first thing visible was the white flames engulfing the magma-covered ground.

    Then came the sight of the nemesis-rank trapped within the confines of the flames. The fire cloaking the nemesis-rank's body had diminished compared to before.

    'White flames are the apex predator among the flame attributes.'

    No flame can maintain its form or force in front of white flames. Indeed, the white flames were consuming the nemesis-rank's area attack, expanding their reach. And that wasn't all.

    Amidst the white flames covering the ground, something sparkled. After assisting the wounded and retreating, she quickly climbed onto a nearby intact structure to secure a vantage point.

    This allowed her to spot K, standing amidst the white flames, surrounded by sparking energy. The sparks, animated like living entities, rushed toward the nemesis-rank.

    "Graaaah!"

    Dodging the white flames, the nemesis-rank screeched again after being grazed by the sparks. Abruptly, it turned to face K's direction. A massive sphere began forming at its side.

    As the sphere grew, magma dripped from it, threatening to melt the very ground.

    Even knowing the white flames were present and that K's mana was of the highest rank, I felt a rising sense of unease.

    'Could he withstand that attack?'

    Structured magic, specifically designed, tends to have an upper hand over natural mana. Knowing this, her anxiety swelled as the magma ball expanded.

    Similar feelings spread among other players.

    Most who had withdrawn to the rear kept their senses heightened, watching the confrontation between K and the nemesis-rank with bated breath.

    Various drones and helicopters with cameras had started circling the area, focusing on the nemesis-rank, reflecting the heightened tension gripping everyone but the participants.

    As tension reached its peak, the massive magma chunk started to move.

    Seeing a force of nature, nearly matching the nemesis-rank in size, hurtling down towards a human not even 2 meters tall was not good for one's heart health.

    Yet, this event was nothing compared to what transpired moments later.

    "Uh...?"

    Starting with someone's dazed exclamation, the massive chunk of magma began to disintegrate.

    The magma, scattering like dust, lost its shape and vanished. Blackened blood erupted from the nemesis-rank's muzzle, stiff and unyielding even before the white flames.

    A tremendous, indescribable shock engulfed all present.

    'Dispel...?'

    Neither a Biharin mage nor a player dispelling magic was something they had imagined possible.

    In the midst of this unfamiliar shock, Yang Hyewon watched as K's lips curled into a smile in front of the nemesis-rank.

    His lips moved as if he were speaking, though the words were inaudible.

    With enhanced focus, she could discern the movements of K's lips more clearly.

    - Did you think that would be enough? Not even a real mage, how arrogant.

    The sight of those silently mouthed words momentarily halted her thinking.

    That K declared arrogance toward the disaster a hundred players struggled to merely hold back.

    Recognizing K's growth as distinct from the general population's trajectory was one thing, but seeing such a stark contrast left her speechless.

    While I stood frozen, the nemesis-rank let out a roar loud enough to leave one's ears ringing.

    "Graaaah! You pesky wretch!"

    Lifting its massive forepaw, it brought it crashing down.

    Seemingly having acknowledged magical combat as unfeasible against K, it resorted to pure physical power.

    Its formidable size meant that even a single step was enough to devastate the surroundings.

    Boom-!

    A single step from the nemesis-rank was enough to shake the earth.

    But it was ineffective against the unwavering K.

    He halted the sweeping kick from the nemesis-rank, which had obliterated the tank line, with a single spear.

    Though the ground he stood on cracked and sagged under the tremendous force, and stones soared into the air.

    K himself stood resolute, single-handedly countering the nemesis-rank's massive limb.

    In that moment, he seemed as immense as a mountain shouldering its weight.

    - Be beaten into pulp by that bothersome bastard, you scoundrel.

    Though the enunciation wasn't as clear as the nemesis-rank's voice, the intent was unmistakable.

    With those words, K, using the shock for leverage, rolled across the ground and leaped upward. Yang Hyewon's senses were unable to fully track his movement.

    "Guhuk!"

    Soon, the massive body of the nemesis-rank trembled upwards. Swept by K's soaring kick, it momentarily lifted.

    Within moments, K, who had remained suspended in the air, brought down his spear, striking the nemesis-rank with precision.
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    Visibly diminished than at the beginning, the granite formed between the fading chaos and solidifying magma.

    Right on that granite, there stood the nemesis-rank forcibly exposed to violence and a lone human relentlessly beating it.

    The surreal spectacle left those who witnessed it utterly speechless.

    Crash. Boom.

    Sparks erupted from the ground, ensnaring the nemesis-rank as it twisted in defiance.

    Responding in kind, black spines jutted out of its body.

    Dozens of Kerak hurled themselves at K but were intercepted and split in half before reaching him.

    On closer inspection, a red glow swirled around K.

    Yang Hyewon let out a wry smile.

    "Using attribute mana and ordinary mana simultaneously?"

    How is that even possible?

    Everything K did defied the average norm.

    It dawned on everyone how pointless the many community posts comparing K with others had been.

    As K captivated the onlookers, twisting his body midair.

    Suddenly, a fiery orb lunged at him.

    Boom!

    As soon as K was repelled, Yang Hyewon instinctively prepared to use magic.

    Superior maneuverability in the air is the greatest asset for wind attribute mana users.

    She intended to catch K before he flew away.

    But K didn't need her help.

    He, too, could utilize the wind element, albeit simply.

    Stopping midair on his own, he stepped onto a red platform and raised his spear.

    Simultaneously, K's body bent with exquisite flexibility like a bow.

    Crackle!

    The sparks converging on the spear were so intense that it was hard to keep one's eyes open.

    One had to instinctively shield their face with an arm.

    Immediately after, whoosh.

    A light sound like an arrow rushing past signaled an explosion.

    As if lightning had struck, those nearby were thrown back.

    Everything around was caught up in the blast.

    "Argh!"

    "Catch them!"

    Silver rank individuals stumbled over themselves and crashed down, while drones and helicopters in the air were tossed aside like toys.

    Yang Hyewon urgently reached towards the helicopter.

    Her summoned wind successfully stopped the descending helicopter from crashing.

    While it balanced, Yang Hyewon checked the location of the nemesis-rank.

    She had kept her eyes wide open throughout every unfolding moment.

    Perhaps, she was the only witness to where K's thrown spear had gone.

    As soon as K's spear left his hand, an immense surge of mana erupted from the nemesis-rank.

    There was no time to cast a magic, and the mana was bluntly forced out.

    K's mana collided with the nemesis-rank's mana accumulated in the spear.

    It seemed that two different types of mana couldn't mix, forming a massive vortex.

    'It pierced through...'

    In a fleeting clash, K's mana overwhelmed and pierced the nemesis-rank's mana and body in one swift strike.

    As evidence, the slowly crumbling corpse of the nemesis-rank toppled over with a thud.

    The flames that had engulfed his body gradually diminished and finally extinguished completely.

    Yang Hyewon swallowed hard.

    The one who singlehandedly took down the monstrosity, a catastrophe by any definition, was now standing firmly on the ground.

    Having returned to the ground, K swiftly dragged the nemesis-rank's corpse aside.

    Then, he descended into the opening below with a whoosh.

    After retrieving the spear and returning to the surface, he scanned the vicinity.

    Spotting a fist-sized orb nearby, he picked it up.

    'Attribute Manastone...'

    As he lightly tossed it into the air and caught it, a satisfied smile crept onto K's lips.

    "It's... over?"

    When someone mumbled quietly amidst the tranquil silence, K leaped into the air, launching himself skyward with a stomp.

    Yang Hyewon watched him, drawing closer to her direction on fiery platforms, and thought,

    'If one were to find hope in this tragedy,' she mused, surely it would be in that man.

    * * *

    When I decided to travel back to Earth, I didn't leave the suddenly increased mana accumulation tools idle.

    I extracted mana from what Irel possessed that was unnecessary to me, and filled the emptied accumulation tools with my attribute mana.

    Mana which proved highly adaptable in any situation.

    'All that gathered mana amounts to about 88,000.'

    Including the initial attribute mana I possessed, it totaled a little over 180,000.

    Even without the fickle support of Kerak, implementing a Flame Strike was more than feasible.

    The remaining mana sufficed to sustain extended combat.

    Moreover, hadn't I recently advanced to the Platinum rank before coming back to Earth?

    I tossed the attribute manastone left by the nemesis-rank into the air and caught it with a satisfied grin.

    'Having faced Irel, it certainly was worthwhile preparation.'

    Witnessing magics cast slowly over several seconds, it was a confrontation I instinctively felt assured of winning.

    Any past disgrace under a nemesis-rank during the incident in Santorna was precisely that—past.

    Once I confirmed that the mana and status from the nemesis-rank were thoroughly absorbed, I proceeded to where Yang Hyewon awaited.

    'Given the emergence of a nemesis-rank, infection is unavoidable.'

    Not just an issue isolated to Korea.

    There were already three mentions of nemesis-rank in the community.

    This prompted a message from Lily as well.

    - Lily: Should you visit in person to purify, it would significantly boost morale.

    Regrettably, I had no intention to vacate the spot for the moment.

    Considering my ultimate mission, securing the entire Earth is vital.

    Yet, if one must prioritize, naturally, it would be Korea.

    The land shielding my family and people.

    I would not wander elsewhere until this place's safety was affirmed.

    'For now, I must await the system's return.'

    If they couldn't wait, then those requiring purification should come by themselves.

    'Or they could locate another potential Alpha somewhere.'

    Although there was no guarantee that any subsequent Alpha would have raised their purification level to 4.

    'I can't remain tethered to Korea indefinitely, but not now.'

    Promptly informing Lily of my stance, I shortly thereafter arrived in front of Yang Hyewon.

    Perched on a rooftop, her expression was quite complex.

    Confronted with this same situation, someone else might have asked her, why she seemed that way.

    Others striving to comprehend Yang Hyewon's thoughts or emotions might put in the effort.

    'That someone wouldn't be me, though.'

    Empathizing or understanding Yang Hyewon's feelings does nothing to resolve the crisis.

    Thus, what escaped my lips was neither a question nor an inquiry—it was an instruction.

    "Gather the infected in one place. Have them stay within a 300-meter radius of me."

    Yang Hyewon gulped and questioned cautiously.

    "Staying close... I mean, will you be alright with that?"

    Judging by that question, she already knew the reason behind my command.

    "Once word spreads, you'll surely draw attention..."

    I responded more resolutely.

    "I'm not concerned about such matters in this situation."

    The chaos from the pathogens will deter many from joining the fight.

    This would add no value to resolving what is dubbed an emergency defensive battle.

    Rather, it would be seen as an obstruction or a hindrance.

    'Therefore, it must be eradicated as a priority.'

    Any accompanying issues should be paused for now.

    Reiterating my point, Yang Hyewon didn't question me twice.

    "...... I will give the order immediately."

    On descending the building behind Yang Hyewon, several gazes converged onto me.

    I cast a glance over them, and they dispersed.

    As if in almost perfect unison, they hurried to lower their gaze.

    Murmur.

    I felt everyone cautiously watching my reactions.

    Yet even that caution was fleeting.

    "All infected individuals, please come this way!"

    The players affiliated with the association, under Yang Hyewon's directive, began assembling the infected.

    "Why are only the infected being gathered separately?"

    "Is there a solution to the pathogen?"

    "Could it be, are we being rounded up to be eliminated?!"

    Just by opening their mouths, a market-like commotion erupted in the surrounding area.

    This disbursed some of the attention initially directed at me, which was a welcome distraction.

    In that brief moment, a decent number of players had gathered.

    Even amidst suspicion and caution, it's clear some held onto hope.

    'Roughly 20 individuals.'

    Estimating the count visually led to a sigh.

    Being surrounded by unknown individuals was unnerving, but for the moment, with Yang Hyewon nearby, security concerns were shelved.

    Upon checking with her, she stayed and dismissed the others while standing by my side.

    With a debt to me and no apparent reason or background for betrayal,

    "Phew."

    I took a deep breath and attempted purification.

    This time, the message was slightly different.

    「The Alpha declares a domain!」

    Having raised the purification trait by a step in Orkal Canyon, securing the special effect of remote purification,

    * * *

    「Title: What a Mess is This(93) - Author: Yamamoto」

    「Title: What's on the News? Is This Hidden Mission Real? Invasion?(66) - Author: Husk」

    「Title: Monsters can Invade Here Too?(184) - Author: AlmondMilk」

    The community boards were updated relentlessly.

    With millions of users, the platform's traffic levels became overwhelming.

    Even before finishing existing posts, new ones appeared, shifting to the next page.

    The rate of comment accumulation was also faster than usual.

    This reflected everyone's heightened alertness to the situation.

    It wasn't just those battling at the newly-opened Hole's vicinity.

    Even those relatively safe, informed through news and online communities, and those who've paused their hunts in Bihar to receive distressing news from their homeland, were equally shaken.

    No one was left unaffected, all stunned by the monstrous emergence in their home nation.

    Meanwhile, the association did not leave this unrest unchecked.

    「Title: Official Statement on Emergency Defensive Battle 5(1) - Author: Persona Content: Greetings, players. This is Persona, the Spokesperson for the Player Association.」

    The association is dedicating its full effort to containing the crisis unfolding on Earth.

    Nevertheless, the speed at which Holes are appearing and the ingress of monsters is accelerating globally.

    As such, we recommend players to actively participate.

    Do not hesitate to protect your homeland and people from incoming monsters.

    (snipped)

    Additionally, we are aware of your concerns regarding injuries sustained during combat.

    The association has also secured a method to counter the unknown pathogen.

    If a forced shutdown timer appears, immediately consume a potion.

    Manage the timer and await the sequential attempt of purification of the pathogen.

    Therefore, players are advised not to panic...... (snipped).

    - Comments on this post are disabled.

    This announcement, repeated numerous times, attested to their sincerity.

    Under orders from section heads, association members were indeed counteracting the monsters.

    Of course, for a man skimming the community from a Bihar inn, the matter was largely irrelevant.

    "Can pathogen purification really be feasible?"

    More than expected, a heated debate had erupted among players over this issue.

    Even after claiming there was a solution, the specifics of the method remained opaque.

    Right as controversy brewed, a post likely to quell it emerged.

    「Title: Pathogen Purification Truly Achievable - Author: VitaC1000」

    While squinting, comments rapidly accumulated.

    The man promptly clicked on the post.

    「Title: Pathogen Purification Truly Achievable(19) - Author: VitaC1000

    Content: I am living proof. I directly experienced purification from K.

    A message declaring the Alpha's domain appeared, then all corrupted mana and pathogens were purified.

    When the forced shutdown timer first appeared, I was genuinely scared out of my wits, but now, being Korean like K makes me ecstatic.」

    Damned System
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    Chapter 255. Age of Turmoil (5)

    Once he stirred, the community would buzz. That was K.

    He had once again stirred up a storm.

    Upon confirming the content of the post, the man began skimming through the comments.

    - Hallelujah: Is it true? Is there a way to remove the strong debuff timer?

    - Muse: K is Korean?

    - Alexandra: Where's Korea?

    - Pegasus: Isn't it the place with K-POP? In Asia.

    - Hero91: So is K called K because he's Korean?

    - Alexandra: Korean, you say? I swear K is a white guy! I saw him myself!

    - Minecart: There were rumors in the early days that K was Asian. But since he's white, I thought those were just mistaken rumors. Could he really be Korean?

    - Toma: Excuse me, but did you get permission from the monk to post this? Technically, it's confidential information about K's abilities, and sharing it without consent might not be wise.

    - Tomato Juice: Toma, do you live on this community board? LOL! Do you have a filter for K? You always pop up whenever K is mentioned, LOL.

    - Hector: Overreacting much. Why does it matter what people gossip about in the community?

    - Moon Rabbit: Everyone's free to talk. They're responsible for what happens afterward, though.

    - Pinocchio: Should we just delete it? It feels uncomfortable. I heard K's personality is no joke.

    .......

    However, before he could go through all the comments, a notification popped up saying the controversial post had been deleted.

    It seemed the author had been scared off by the reactions.

    "Probably feared getting on K's bad side."

    They were excitedly gossiping just moments ago, and now this.

    The man chuckled at the lack of backbone and closed the warning window.

    Of course, it wasn't that he was dismissing the information that the author had shared.

    "An Alpha has declared their domain..."

    In the community, it was relatively easy to find information about player ranks.

    There was also some knowledge about the distinction between Alpha and Beta and their innate purification ability.

    However, precise information about the growth-type purification trait was lacking.

    And there wasn't much information about the fact that levels could be increased or the additional effects according to said levels.

    'Which is why I wasn't sure before.'

    The newly emerged Alpha candidate, K, was now confirmed to be an Alpha.

    And this Alpha was the means to counteract the mysterious pathogens.

    'Turns out you can purify pathogens when the level is high enough.'

    The theory I had was confirmed at that moment.

    "Fantastic."

    A bright smile spread across the hidden man's face in the darkness.

    His gaze was now fixed on his own status window rather than the community window.

    Among various pieces of information filling the status window, there was a section displaying:

    Rank: Alpha

    Trait: Deception, hypocrisy, ?????, purification (lv.2 -1.58%)

    It had words similar to someone else's, yet distinctly different.

    * * *

    I had increased the level of my trait before discovering Irel.

    Having access to opponents at general-rank as well as nemesis-rank couldn't be squandered.

    Kim Yul and Yang Taeho intentionally allowed themselves to be infected to help me build purification proficiency.

    During the simultaneous purification of the two, the proficiency rapidly increased.

    What we did back then, cutting down on sleep for it, could appropriately be called grunt work.

    'Thanks to that, my Purification trait is at level 5.'

    Afterward, I gained the ability for remote purification.

    Although there was a constraint that it could only be done within my declared domain.

    'And that domain only extends 300 meters.'

    For now, this was sufficient.

    "Hoo."

    Having finished my task, I let out a long sigh.

    The area within my domain, which had been crawling with corrupted mana and pathogens until a moment ago, was now clear.

    The sensation of hundreds or even thousands of bugs surrounding me hadn't been pleasant.

    The sensation was so disgusting I had to cover my mouth involuntarily.

    Nevertheless, I had persistently purified everything within my domain.

    The result was that there wasn't a trace of corruption or infection left in my domain.

    Much effort had been needed to achieve that result, though.

    And as evidence of my exertion, my body was drenched in sweat.

    'Not even during battle have I sweated like this.'

    The more numbers there were, the more taxing purification became. There was no avoiding it.

    'But I need to get used to it.'

    There might come a time when I would need to purify not just dozens but hundreds or thousands at once.

    So I gritted my teeth and completed the purification, and the result was satisfactory.

    I pushed back my sweat-drenched hair and opened my eyes.

    I was met with quite an astonishing scene.

    "......."

    All the players who had gathered due to the pathogens were kneeling.

    Even Yang Hyewon, who was beside me, was doing the same.

    Given that they were all gathered in a circle around me, it seemed a bit.

    'As if they were all kneeling to me.'

    They had buckled under the sensation of purification, unable to withstand it.

    Those unaware of the context might find the scene peculiar.

    As proof, the once noisy surroundings had fallen into an eerie silence.

    It was unsettling how everything seemed to have come to a halt, like the world had stopped.

    A scenario as silent as this, akin to being outdoors, was disconcerting on many levels.

    Fortunately, this unsettling quiet did not last.

    A chat message arrived at just the right moment.

    - Kj: Garosu-gil's getting overwhelming!!! Really overwhelming!! Mokgye!!! Come set some fires!!!

    While the content wasn't particularly welcome.

    After confirming Yul's message, I spoke.

    "From now on, we'll set separate purification schedules. Until then, manage your timers personally."

    "Yes, yes, sir!"

    "Understood!"

    Though I was startled by the sudden loud responses from all around.

    "Let's resume clearing the Hole without wasting time here."

    I wrapped up the situation trying not to show my reaction too much.

    While sprinting towards Yul at Garoosu-gil, many thoughts raced through my mind.

    'It may have been hastily managed today. But I can't single-handedly resolve the world's infection issues. Another Alpha, as well as different purification measures, are urgently needed.'

    It looked like I needed to brainstorm and scratch my head until the system returned.

    * * *

    In the sealed-off area of Gangnam, explosions and monstrous shrieks still echoed.

    As a result, people's daily lives had fallen apart.

    Close to the barricades, large-scale protests erupted with people wanting to confirm the security of their family members.

    The collapse of the paralyzed financial market led individuals into bankruptcy, prompting some to take their lives.

    Those with no hope for tomorrow chose to step outside the bounds of the law.

    A day, then two, then three.

    The turmoil grew even more intense over time.

    As the unrest among the citizens continued escalating with no sign of quelling, the president of South Korea made a decisive move.

    He declared martial law.

    Changes started from the vicinity of the barricades guarded by heavily armed troops.

    An unforeseen clash occurred between the citizens venturing to check on their families and the military.

    A variety of human dramas unfolded amidst the confusion.

    "Citizens! This is a time of martial law! Disperse immediately, or you'll be detained under martial law!"

    "!!! Let go! Let me find my daughter!"

    "Please! Allow us to at least find the bodies, the bodies!"

    "Disperse! Immediately disperse!

    "My son works over there!"

    "My mother went to the hospital!"

    "Oh dear, oh dear!"

    "Hey, hey, think you can steal that gun?"

    "Should I kill one of them? Wouldn't make a difference if a soldier or two dies amidst this chaos."

    "Ladies and gentlemen! Watch as the soldiers are indiscriminately taking away innocent citizens!"

    "This is literally the scene of chaos!"

    "To Mr. Big Banana, thanks for your support! Oh, you mean to be captured by the military?"

    "Turn off the camera! You think martial law is a joke?!"

    Of course, there were those who discreetly slipped away from the chaos.

    Two men, donning hoodies and backpacks, approached the barricades amidst the disorder.

    The two were journalists and a cameraman from a broadcasting station.

    "Equipment, equipment first!"

    The reporter who first crossed the barricade received the equipment.

    The cameraman soon followed the reporter.

    Thanks to the soldiers dispersing to break up the crowd, it became miraculously possible.

    The two quickly crawled under a bus to conceal themselves.

    Fearful of being caught and dragged out, their hearts pounded anxiously.

    Though frightened, they couldn't retreat now.

    They weren't there for trivial gains or to satisfy curiosity.

    'We must convey what's happening inside the barricade to the citizens.'

    On the first day of the crisis, the South Korean government made a shocking announcement of an alien invasion.

    It wasn't just the Korean government alone with this unbelievable announcement.

    Governments around the world echoed the same statements.

    Given the situation, they couldn't ignore it just because they didn't wish to believe.

    Nor could they sit idly waiting for news from the government.

    'This is to protect the citizens' right to know.'

    The main reason those two had loitered around the barricade for three days, waiting for the right moment.

    To discover precisely what was happening inside.

    To determine if the government was hiding any information.

    To understand what an 'alien invasion' precisely meant.

    'Videos drifting around the portal sites aren't enough to gauge the situation.'

    There were incidents recorded in Seoul, Gyeonggi, and even Jeolla Province.

    But the footage circulating on the internet was of poor quality and unfocused.

    Drones sent beyond the barricades were destroyed on the spot.

    They needed precise and clear evidence footage.

    Fueled by a sense of professional duty, the two crawled inch by inch through the vehicles.

    Moving stealthily towards the back of the buildings where prying eyes couldn't see, they slowly got up.

    "Ugh, ugh..."

    The cameraman's mouth was stained with remnants of vomit.

    The reporter's complexion was equally ashen and ghastly.

    What they had witnessed while sneaking over was far too horrific.

    They encountered the upper half of a person staring with wide eyes, lifeless.

    A grotesque creature dead with a human torso clamped in its maw.

    Streets covered in dried black and red liquids were sticky, and the haphazardly flung entrails were gut-wrenching.

    It was a scene fitting to be called a living hell.

    Yet, amidst repeated bouts of nausea, the reporter and cameraman recorded everything on tape.

    One step at a time.

    The further away they got from the barricades, the clearer the explosions and monstrous roars became.

    Until finally, after who knows how long.

    Suddenly, thud, crash, boom!

    The sound of something colliding came from the vicinity.

    "!!! Screech!"

    Accompanied by an ear-piercing screech that threatened to tear the eardrums apart.

    The monstrous figure from the lingering internet videos filled their minds.

    The reporter and cameraman froze on the spot like statues.

    Holding their breaths, they intently listened to the noise.

    Fortunately, after a short while, the screeching vanished without a trace.

    "Why... bother... crawling, ugh."

    However, instead, a human voice came through.

    "Hmm? There's more mana..."

    The reporter and cameraman turned around, creaking as they moved.

    Step, step.

    Even as the footsteps drew nearer, they couldn't budge.

    If discovered, they'd be pulled out immediately, with no dispensation for invading a military operation area.

    "Huh, annoying survivors. If alive, they should crawl out themselves... If it wasn't for the association, I'd let them just die."

    Mumbling.

    As the sharp voice sharply approached, someone suddenly emerged from around the corner.

    Covered with a strange silver-tinged leather.

    Carrying a massive sword, likely 2 meters long.

    The man stared at them with chilling eyes.

    'P, player!'

    According to the government's announcement, individuals emerged able to resist the alien invasion.

    It was said they had been forming ongoing cooperative relationships with the government.

    'I've seen footage showing people wielding swords and spears too.'

    However, the videos were taken from afar, no direct conversations had ever been captured.

    Now, there was potentially a player from the problem video standing right there!

    'Need to secure an interview before being chased off!'

    Report it before any other station does!

    Driven almost by instinct, the reporter charged towards the man.

    "Excuse me! Hey, are you a player?"

    The man's brows wrinkled into a furrow.

    He rolled his eyes, apparently scanning the reporter, camera, and the emblem on the equipment.

    Knowing he was with the press, he could only cooperate.

    Recalling this eased some of the tension.

    "We're with KBC News Team! Can we have a moment for an interview?"

    "......."

    "What exactly is the Player Association? Are you affiliated with them?"

    "......"

    "Do you know the cause of this monstrous appearance crisis?"

    With the initial apprehension reduced, the absence of an answer from the individual made the reporter's anxiety grow.

    In a moment of reverting to habit, it slipped out.

    "Some citizens are claiming this crisis is due to the players and are demanding a thorough investigation. Do you have anything to say about that?"

    It was a way to provoke a reaction by agitating the subject's composure.

    However, the response was unlike anything the reporter had ever seen before.

    "What the hell did you just say?"

    The man's body began emanating a blazing red aura.
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    The man the reporter and cameraman met was Lee Seho.

    He was a third-wave player who had been promoted to Gold rank three weeks ago.

    Among players of the same wave, his speed was relatively fast, and as a result, he had gained some fame.

    His unique fame was also influenced by his status as an attribute-less player.

    Lee Seho had an exceptional talent, reaching over 50% mastery in Mana Control in just a few months.

    From the beginning, he had the Trait 'Mana Affinity' marked in his status window upon being selected.

    However, even for someone as talented as him, the battle that lasted for three consecutive days was overwhelming.

    Rest was a luxury, and due to this, he couldn't properly manage his chaos levels.

    'There are about 4,000 players gathered here.'

    According to a post on the community board, similar incidents were occurring in the provinces as well.

    However, the number of players gathered was less than in Seoul.

    Eventually, the association sent those in Seoul to the provinces.

    'Thanks to that, it's gotten busier here.'

    It wasn't easy to oversee dozens and hundreds of Holes with the reduced manpower.

    There was hardly any time to purify corrupted mana.

    Because of that, Lee Seho's chaos levels were about twice as high as usual.

    In such circumstances, he detected mana from civilians still remaining behind the barricades.

    'Those ungrateful bastards even when saved.'

    There were many civilians who, instead of being grateful, hurled stones, labeling them as monsters.

    They were completely submerged in fear, making rational judgment impossible.

    But does understanding their reasons mean we have to accept them?

    'Why should I?'

    It was their problem, wasn't it?

    People usually say courteous words beget courteous responses.

    Having been treated like a monster repeatedly, he didn't feel like understanding their situation.

    Had the association not ordered the protection of survivors, he would have ignored whether they lived or died.

    In such a situation, he encountered broadcasting people who seemed to have voluntarily crawled here.

    "Some citizens claim that this incident happened because of players and are demanding an investigation. Do you have anything to say about that?"

    As if things weren't bad enough, he had to hear such words.

    Even they were at a loss due to the suddenly opened Holes.

    They were busier than civilians who simply ran away to survive.

    Here they were, frantically running day and night killing monsters coming out of the Holes.

    Lee Seho had dashed to this place as soon as the incident broke out on the first day.

    Not out of a particular sense of justice or duty.

    As soon as the mission popped up, and he saw it on the news, he dashed over almost instinctively.

    It was nearly a reflexive response.

    But hearing such a provocation like that?

    'This situation happened because of players, so take responsibility?'

    In an instant, Lee Seho's mind snapped.

    "What the hell did you just say?"

    His chaos level, much higher than usual, fueled his underlying violence.

    He had neither the reason nor the composure to suppress it.

    In a flash, the greatsword he raised high began to fall downwards.

    Heading towards the head of the reporter who, unwittingly, held out a microphone.

    If nothing unusual happened, it would have cleaved the reporter's body in two.

    The cameraman accompanying him would have been killed too, and their camera picked up, eradicating evidence.

    But the situation didn't unfold as Lee Seho wished.

    "Uh... ah?"

    To the sound of proof, the reporter, who should have been cleaved in two, sat down, making a dazed sound.

    It meant he was alive, not dead.

    The greatsword that was supposed to strike him halted halfway.

    Tangled in red threads from somewhere unknown.

    And Lee Seho, who held the greatsword, froze.

    Taken aback by a large mana presence that appeared from outside his detection range.

    By the sheer speed of its approach, it was hard to react.

    The mana wrapping around his neck was the third shock.

    The message that appeared before his eyes was the fourth.

    「You are entering the Domain of Alpha.」

    「Corrupted mana is being purified.」

    Perhaps startled by the consecutive surprises, Lee Seho felt like his heart skipped a beat in a fleeting illusion.

    Yet even that was momentary.

    "Surely, the association advised..."

    Lee Seho's heart soon began to thump vigorously.

    "If you find civilians, the directive was to rescue them, wasn't it?"

    It wasn't about killing them.

    Understanding what remained unsaid by the other was not difficult.

    "Didn't you know?"

    The voice which initially seemed to come from above was now positioned behind him.

    Gulp.

    As soon as Lee Seho swallowed hard, the mana that had restrained him vanished.

    As he hesitantly turned back, there stood as expected.

    A Caucasian staring at him with eyes cold as ice.

    'K'.

    Having undergone purification from pathogens twice already, he couldn't not recognize his face.

    Even without prior acquaintance, after seeing the Alpha message, guessing his identity wasn't difficult.

    With K's appearance, the previously boiling impulse subsided coolly.

    Had it been any other player in the same situation, he might not have been as rattled.

    But of all people, running into K?

    Lee Seho's throat felt suddenly dry.

    'They really prioritize civilian rescue as expected.'

    He couldn't afford not to be cautious.

    Because it wasn't merely a matter of status.

    A being necessary for his survival, a superior higher species.

    Even now, the continuously purified corrupted mana testified to that fact.

    Becoming able to distinctly define the opponent's existence prompted a submissive instinct from the deepest recesses of his unconscious.

    "Uh, well, that is..."

    Right after unlocking his frozen lips.

    Lee Seho chose the wisest course.

    "I'm sorry! I'll ensure this doesn't happen again!"

    The long breath descending from above naturally heightened his tension.

    Fortuitously, though.

    "...... Go back and correctly convey this to the other players."

    Causing incidents in player capacity meant.

    "That they should be prepared to be totally at odds with me on that day."

    "I'll keep it in mind!"

    Lee Seho answered robustly, swallowing hard.

    "Get going."

    Lee Seho left without looking back.

    * * *

    After the player with the greatsword left.

    I wiped the black blood off my face and turned to the side.

    And the reporter and cameraman still sprawled on the ground.

    I took in their faces fully before speaking.

    "Are you unaware of what a military operation area means? Or should I assume you came in here with a death wish?"

    My voice was cold.

    The reporter flinched at that, and seemed to regain composure.

    Judging by how he was controlling his breath without quickly reacting, he seemed accustomed to such hostile responses.

    'Having the news mark on, it does look like a reporter at first glance.'

    As soon as I measured the opponent, they began to speak.

    "We, we're here for the public's right to know..."

    "Using rights as a shield doesn't justify the impoliteness you just demonstrated."

    However, I felt no need to entertain such absurd excuses.

    "Impolite? We were merely..."

    "Do you really think it's acceptable to shove a mike and camera into someone's face and ask if they are behind it, right after they risked their life fighting?"

    Maybe the silence meant he found it hard to counter, as no rebuttal came.

    I seized the moment to fill in the gap.

    "When civilians were running away for their lives, they stood in front of monsters risking theirs. They immediately rushed here upon hearing the news, even if it wasn't their own area."

    They weren't the ones meant to hear resentful words implying this tragedy was because of them.

    Due to overall elevated chaos levels, everyone was undoubtedly under severe stress.

    Yet the number of defectors was remarkably low.

    Despite being pushed to the limits, they were enduring, clenching their teeth.

    Hence, I also routinely purified them whenever encountering a player.

    In light of the situation, the reporter aiming to scoop up a story with such nonsense caught my irritation.

    Nevertheless, in the end, he was a civilian.

    His conduct should be dealt with within civilian confines.

    "If you've understood, get up and backtrack the path you came from..."

    But before I could finish chasing them away, swoosh.

    The sound of something heavy cutting through the air was heard.

    The moment the camera reflexively followed the noise and fixed on a direction.

    Bang!

    A deafening roar echoed.

    A monster of approximately two meters fell onto a nearby abandoned vehicle.

    The vehicle, partially destroyed, shot out a door.

    Coincidentally, in the cameraman's direction.

    Even seeing the door flying towards him, the cameraman didn't move.

    It wasn't a speed a human could react to in the first place.

    Of course, that was irrelevant to me.

    I reached out and grabbed the door flying through the air.

    "Hah!"

    Only after everything ended did the cameraman belatedly fall on his rear.

    I sighed once more before speaking.

    "Being here without dodging something as minor as this is an inconvenience."

    So please.

    "Don't hover around aimlessly, die, and inflating the casualty numbers. Let's exit gracefully."

    Despite repeated commands to leave, the reporter only kept darting his eyes around, still not getting up.

    'They're not the type to listen through words alone, huh.'

    In truth, I wanted to just leave them be and let them meet their fate.

    Someone like him, left unchecked, would undoubtedly repeat the same deed for his gain.

    'But it's no good if civilian casualties rise further.'

    Personally escorting them to the barricade was not feasible given the pressing support request.

    I was on the way to Dongho Bridge.

    'I've already delayed saving these bastards.'

    There was no advantage in further delaying my schedule.

    Should I find a nearby player to handle them instead?

    Just as I scratched my face in annoyance, I sensed a familiar presence nearing from above.

    Recognizing it, I promptly sent a message through chat.

    The owner of the mana adjusted their course subtly and approached.

    "Hyung, what are you doing here?"

    It was Kim Yul.

    "They're whimpering about getting to Dongho Bridge fast... are you hurt? Are you injured? Does it hurt anywhere?"

    Ignoring his fuss, I spoke.

    "Kim Yul."

    "Yeah?"

    "Chase the civilians out."

    Two added words were sufficient.

    "Yessir! Head over first; I'll be right there."

    Kim Yul picked up both the reporter and cameraman, leaping lightly over the air.

    'In terms of mobility, he beats me.'

    Perhaps, Kim Yul and I would arrive at Dongho Bridge at around the same time.

    Despite stopping by the barricade, it would only make such a difference between us.

    The Level 3 magic Wind Walk was that effective.

    'With a playback tool in hand, should I purchase Wind Walk as well?'

    I hastened towards Dongho Bridge while entertaining thoughts of new magic combinations.

    The place was in chaos, with five detachment groups fighting and 8-star general-rank evolved species.

    "K is here!"

    "Maintain distance!"

    "AOE skills imminent! Clear space!"

    Thanks to the numerous times we had coordinated, everyone moved swiftly.

    The players had already herded the monsters into one area before I even arrived.

    Thanks to that, it felt like long-lost herd hunting.

    I immediately cast Fire Strike where players had retreated from.

    While sipping a potion to restore mana, those with flame attribute mana unleashed magic towards the white flames.

    Their actions were akin to stoking a fire I had started with more fuel.

    The white flower I had ignited would absorb their magic and burn more substantially, lasting longer.

    'Though the dramatic effect is curbed due to disparities in mana purity.'

    The presence versus absence of additional fuel indeed resulted in significant differences.

    Employing those flames wisely, solving the issue at Dongho Bridge shouldn't take long.

    'Still, compared to other countries, our progress is smooth.'

    So far, earth had faced four nemesis-rank enemies.

    The one appearing in Seoul was eliminated.

    In the United States, after funneling mana into Lily, they made her Platinum rank before subduing it.

    Although it took several hours to respond, leading to about 20% of the city being wiped out.

    And the remaining two are still alive.

    In India, they're conducting large-scale evacuations almost abandoning cities.

    In the UK, where Ethan is located, they are buying time by driving a flame attribute nemesis-rank enemy out into the ocean.

    Compared to various news, korea was relatively lesser hurt.

    What precludes calling it fortunate though were the massive assumed casualties.

    And it would only increase in the future.

    'Up to now, civilians died en masse. From hereon, players will start perishing.'

    My intuition was spot on.

    「The SYSTEM is being restored.」

    「The barrier is operating correctly.」

    「HIDDEN MISSION - The urgent defense battle is cleared.」

    「Compiling data for reward allocation.」

    At the first week mark of the catastrophe, when the system reactivated the barrier.

    The total number of players had dwindled by nearly 300,000 globally.

    The civilian casualties recorded globally were several times greater than that.

    Damned System
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    There's a saying that the heavens and the earth are turning upside down, signifying a great upheaval.

    There's no more fitting phrase to describe the current global situation.

    Because of this, not only the community but various portals in reality were in chaos.

    「Alien invasion! An unprecedented crisis for humanity!」

    「The collapse of the world economy begins!」

    「The Apgujeong incident, with an estimated ten thousand dead, is a catastrophe looming over humanity?!」

    「(World Issue) African region, plagued by hundreds of thousands of refugees.」

    「The purpose of players is to 'protect humanity'.」

    「(Current Affairs) Who are they? Another monster or the hope for humanity!」

    「The head of the Korean branch of the Player Association, Yang Hyewon, only twenty-five years old? What moves will this young powerholder make!」

    「(World in Crisis) Humanity on the brink of extinction.」

    It seemed there was no end to the chaos.

    Among them was a headline that particularly made me frown.

    「The world's only Alpha 'K', is he the hope of Korea?」

    「(Exclusive) A player talks about K, a person with a fiery nature.」

    「What is the nationality of the so-called hope of humanity, K? A foreigner staying here?」

    「K, a big figure in the player community with followers worldwide!」

    「He says, come to Korea for purification? K refuses to leave the country!」

    Just reading the articles written with such determination made my head ache.

    After the situation had somewhat settled, it was true that I had been receiving constant contact from Lily regarding the pathogen issue.

    'Of course, I had no intention of visiting every country.'

    In a situation where teleportation magic was limited, it was a waste of time.

    Persona one of the players capable of teleportation did not yet have enough mana.

    Even with his help, traveling to several regions was difficult.

    At best, I could visit India once.

    If that was the extent, it was better for others to move while I carried out purifications.

    'Or maybe gather in Bihar.'

    Thus, the association and the Korean government were hastily setting up a purification schedule.

    'The estimated number of infected is about 4,000 people...'

    It was fewer than expected.

    This was possible because the damage in the European area where Ethan was located wasn't significant.

    Thanks to the active initiation of infected individuals, there were no additional infections.

    However, looking at the absolute number, it still felt daunting.

    'When will I manage to purify all 4,000 people...'

    There was another reason for my headache.

    Last night, after the barriers were reactivated.

    I finally managed to take some time to meet with the family being protected under Squadron Leader Yang Jochul's care.

    I explained the situation as simply as possible to relatives anxious because they had no information about the ongoing events.

    I told them that I was a player.

    - What's that now...?

    - Hyung, you're a player? Could it be that you didn't tell us all this time because of that?

    - No, right? It's a lie, isn't it? How come...?

    - Hyung, can't you just stop? You can stop, right?

    - That's right! Stop, don't they say even corpses are found? You could die!

    - You always told us not to do anything dangerous! Why are you doing it, hyung?!

    - Orabeoni, we won't even take part-time jobs and we'll listen to you. Okay? Okay?

    The look on the twinsqw' faces, who were practically speechless and in shock at the time, was unforgettable.

    Even Jinwoo had shown signs of hyperventilation.

    'They've grown enough to seek independence.'

    Yet, the twins knew how significant a loss it was to lose a guardian.

    Hearing that I might die, I expected them to react strongly.

    I knew it and even saw it firsthand.

    After much deliberation through the night, I decided to give the twins an even bigger shock today.

    I sighed deeply and tried to look over the articles once more.

    But just then, there was a knock on the door of the waiting room I was in.

    "Yes."

    After replying, the door opened, and a familiar person entered.

    "Mr. K, the reporters have finished entering."

    It was Squad Leader Yang Jochul.

    With his appearance, I rose from my seat and buttoned my suit jacket.

    "Thank you for attending today's press conference, even though you must not have been pleased."

    Squad Leader Yang continuously expressed his gratitude as I approached the door.

    I merely nodded lightly in response.

    After all, I accepted this position because there was also something in it for me after my own calculations.

    A powerholder's debt of gratitude was never a bad thing to store up.

    'If I tuck them away, like an installment savings plan, I'll eventually make use of them.'

    My relationship with Squad Leader Yang Jochul had been ongoing since the very beginning, and he was a figure with some influence in state institutions.

    He handled matters well, making him a connection I wanted to keep for as long as possible.

    I exited the room with him.

    On the way to the press conference venue, Yang Hyewon, who had been waiting outside the waiting room, joined us.

    Soon, those waiting outside the venue opened the door for us.

    Simultaneously, a flood of camera flashes began.

    If one were just an ordinary person, opening their eyes would have been difficult in that light.

    Even before taking the seat prepared in the midst of the dazzling light, shouts masquerading as questions rang from all directions.

    "Mr. K! We've heard that you're considered the best, the strongest player! Could we have your thoughts!"

    "What is your nationality?! Have you naturalized?!"

    "Are you affiliated with the association?!"

    As previously instructed by Squad Leader Yang, I didn't react to questions that weren't formally posed.

    Then, amidst the sea of reporters' faces, I spotted a familiar one.

    'Park Hayoung?'

    The high school classmate I had saved and sent beyond the barricade a few days ago.

    'Now that I think about it, wasn't she interested in the media?'

    I recalled that her goal was to pursue that path in university.

    'So she became a journalist.'

    Hearing news of a classmate I hadn't been aware of due to the chaos of life felt strangely comforting.

    It felt even more reassuring because it seemed the news could serve as a fresh variable to solidify the plans I'd set.

    If the situation pushed me this much, hesitating just because I didn't want to cause further worry for my family was the wrong move.

    'The only privilege I could condone was asking to exclude my family from the selection.'

    That was the line drawn by my personal conscience.

    Anything beyond that was something I could not allow.

    Firmly refocusing my resolve, Squad Leader Yang Jochul began the conference.

    Initially, I had no role to play.

    Most of the responses were handled by Squad Leader Yang and Yang Hyewon.

    Since, unlike them, I had neither a job title nor an affiliation to cite, it was a given.

    I was largely present as a figurehead.

    In essence, it was a show declaring that such a remarkable player existed in Korea, so there's nothing to worry about.

    'A show that didn't suit my personality at all.'

    But considering the significant benefits I anticipated receiving from the government and Squad Leader Yang Jochul, enduring this face-to-face role was bearable.

    The conference continued for a while.

    Once essential information was sufficiently disclosed, the focus of the reporters shifted towards me.

    "There are many speculations about Mr. K's nationality! Could you be a foreigner?"

    A question I had expected.

    In fact, everyone was keen to find an answer to this about me even before I entered the venue.

    Thanks to their efforts and tenacity, the reporters would obtain what they desired.

    "Mr. K is indeed a Korean."

    Yang Jochul replied on my behalf.

    For the first time at an official conference, a definite answer regarding my identity had been given.

    Perhaps seeing this as an opportunity, the reporters' questions grew slightly more specific.

    "What can you tell us about your family relations?!"

    "Could you share your real name?!"

    "Is your codename derived from your real name?''

    "Did you naturalize? Or were you born in Korea?!"

    "Are you possibly holding dual citizenship? If so, which country's citizenship do you possess?!"

    Questions rained down in a deluge, a true deluge.

    In the cacophony, I absentmindedly touched my ear with one hand.

    The faces of the twins flashed in my mind once more at the last moment, causing hesitation.

    'One can't hide forever.'

    Keeping secrets was merely postponing issues, not resolving them.

    Haven't I already delayed long enough?

    Delaying further wasn't a good choice.

    In the end, I cast aside my hesitation and removed my earring.

    "Gasp!"

    "Oh, heaven!"

    "What was that?"

    "Did we get that on camera?!"

    "Could you show it again?!"

    "Could you explain the situation just now?"

    "Was that an artifact players speak of?!"

    "Mr. K!"

    I instinctively met Park Hayoung's eyes, and his face showed both shock and bewilderment.

    Judging by his reaction, he seemed to recognize me.

    Of course, those who didn't know me also reacted overtly to the unforeseen situation.

    Thankfully, neither Squad Leader Yang Jochul nor Yang Hyewon showed any significant disturbance.

    Though he did seem curious, occasionally glancing my way as if wondering what I looked like.

    But all discussions with them had already concluded.

    -Feel free to utilize my personal details any way you need.

    -Whether it's to restore government trust or elevate the nation's status, use them as much as necessary.

    -And, it would be nice if you could improve the image of players along the way.

    -As long as you stay within that framework, I don't mind how you use my face or name.

    If the presence of players could properly take root not only in Korea but globally.

    I didn't mind my image being leveraged.

    However, preventing my family's photos or information from spreading too widely was necessary.

    I had pondered over it many times, and even then determined this was right.

    'When I register with the association, I won't be able to fully keep my identity hidden.'

    Surely, somewhere, from someone, the information would leak out.

    If there's no way to remain hidden, better to tactically make use of it when the time comes.

    Now that it was irreversible, even reflection was pointless.

    Taking the microphone, I spoke.

    "It belongs to a different category than an artifact, being classified as a magic tool."

    I deliberately reinserted and removed the earring repeatedly, embedding the concept of magic tools into their awareness.

    The first goal was to clear the misconception that my previous appearance was my real form.

    "And as you can see, I am a Korean who was born and raised here."

    I mentioned the third goal I aimed to achieve by revealing my true form.

    "I used this altered appearance initially because military authorities unfriendly to players were trying to uncover my identity."

    I further explained that at the beginning of the game, I had no choice but to protect my family.

    Mentioning the events in China was merely a bonus.

    It was intended as a jab at those likely obstructing future endeavors.

    Individuals such as Brigadier General Kim Jonghwa, who were unfriendly toward players.

    Simultaneously, it served as a warning to the president who condoned their actions.

    If they continued to balance like that, the relationship with me wouldn't remain smooth.

    As long as the president wasn't out of touch, he could no longer weigh his options at my expense.

    'From now on, I must also regard Earth's political sphere.'

    The sound of typing was heard loudly.

    Pausing momentarily to steady myself, I subtly glanced at Squad Leader Yang Jochul.

    I was giving him an opportunity.

    A chance to eliminate those trying to exploit players for personal gain.

    'Squad Leader Yang should be able to make good use of it.'

    He must make good use of it.

    It was something I desired enough to endure the shock my siblings would receive.

    'If they knew I fought against someone of nemesis-rank, it would shock them even more.'

    However, I had no regrets about removing the magic tool.

    Yang Jochul nodded lightly, as if indicating he understood my intention.

    That acknowledgment was enough for now.

    After verifying Yang Jochul's resolve, I returned my gaze to the journalists.

    Then, imitating how my mother had spoken in court when I was young, I addressed them with a calm voice and firm pronunciation.

    "I am aware that this is a chaotic and grieving time caused by sudden tragedies."

    I asked them not to forget that players were bustling around, striving to protect their hometowns.

    As soon as I finished my prepared speech, Squad Leader Yang Jochul rose from his seat and declared the end of the conference.

    As we walked out, leaving behind the barrage of camera flashes and shouted questions, I casually remarked to Squad Leader Yang Jochul.

    "There was a reporter from NBC named Park Hayoung."

    When I asked him to call her over separately, he inquired.

    "Someone you know?"

    "We were classmates in high school."

    He must've already checked my personal information after ensuring my family's safety.

    Yet, memorizing every single classmate's name would be impossible.

    With a slightly surprised look, he widened his eyes and nodded in acknowledgment.

    "Understood."

    I thanked him as I glanced back towards the press room.

    'Who would've thought that human connections could unfold this way?'

    To meet again under such circumstances.

    'Fortunate, if I could say.'

    Thinking of future events, maintaining ties in the media field seemed wise.

    'Provided Park Hayoung doesn't show hostility or negativity towards players.'

    It wouldn't be a bad idea to entrust her with some responsibilities.

    In return for allowing her to publish a personal article about me, the numbers would add up.

    To counter individuals like those reporters who infiltrated past the barricade, allies were necessary.

    While pondering various upcoming matters, I momentarily stopped.

    After the invasion on Earth, as per habit, I checked the communicator retrieved from my inventory.

    Its gem had turned green.

    Damned System
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    I returned home immediately after the press conference.

    While it was understandable if you were under protective observation by the National Intelligence Service, a lot of players were exposed to the public due to this incident.

    Therefore, it became impossible for the National Intelligence Service to monitor everyone's safety, and most were only checked for personal information by the police before being sent home.

    Thanks to that, I could start a quiet conversation with the system in my room.

    "Explain what's going on. Are the irregular entities crossing over?"

    〈〉

    An irregular entity, kaklein, began indiscriminately piercing holes.

    So, the existing enemy, angramoti, was left to the apostle of Karlos, and I attempted to stop Kaklein.

    However, I was immobilized for a while due to a surprise attack from Omby who borrowed Kaklein's power.

    Fortunately, kaklein was neutralized, and the holes were closed. No irregular entity has yet entered Earth.

    "... What about the additional recruitment planned for the fall?"

    〈〉

    Impossible. The existing reserves of divinity we were gathering were used up in this incident. It will take about half a year more to conduct additional recruitment.

    "What about revising the current program?"

    "In such a case, could players be recruited additionally?"

    "For instance, by taking away some features as a method."

    〈〉

    The number of recruits will vary depending on what features are taken away and how the divinity is converted.

    "... How much more can be recruited if the community, auction, and inventory features are taken away?"

    〈〉

    Reducing the functionality would require less divinity for new recruitment. However, recovering these features will diminish convenience for the players.

    "Are we going to wage war while worrying about convenience?! If they're certain to cross over eventually, we need to prepare even by squeezing resources to the limit!"

    "Community and auctions can be sufficiently set up through Earth's civilization. The inventory can also be partially supported."

    "Therefore, retract the features I mentioned and proceed with the fourth recruitment!"

    〈〉

    After consideration, your argument is valid. We will prepare additional updates. Do you need a grace period like before?

    "One week."

    〈〉

    Understood. We will proceed with the update in one week.

    "And one more thing."

    〈〉

    Please go ahead, player Kang Hyunwoo.

    "You said Alpha is a privilege given only to the first rank? The scope of that privilege needs to expand."

    "In the current situation, fighting against the pathogens is too arduous."

    "We need to either increase the number of Alphas or create those who can only perform purification, and we must proceed with one of them."

    〈〉

    In the latter case, revising the entire program would consume too much divinity. On the other hand, increasing the number of Alphas is possible, but it will reduce the number of Delta recruits.

    "How much for each additional Alpha?"

    〈〉

    For each additional Alpha, approximately 1 million Deltas must be forfeited.

    "... Proceed with that too. Create at least three additional Alphas."

    〈〉

    There's no guarantee they will overcome all hardships like Player Kang Hyunwoo.

    "Are you just going to sit back? In this state, it will only get more strenuous!"

    "We've already agreed that once they pass the promotion test, the association will actively protect and educate them, so proceed without argument!"

    "Reclaim program features and use half of my divinity. How many more can be recruited?"

    〈〉

    By infusing about half of Player Kang Hyunwoo's divinity to assign three Alphas, up to 10 million Deltas can be recruited.

    "Prepare immediately without delay."

    〈〉

    Yes, understood.

    And here, I would like to express gratitude to Player Kang Hyunwoo for his efforts for Earth's safety above all else....

    I turned off the system message without reading it all.

    It talked sweet and polite while I had just answered to sacrifice ten million people.

    I didn't want to see its pretentious façade.

    As soon as the conversation ended, the white space collapsed.

    "It's about half the usual..."

    Compared to the last two conversations, the duration was noticeably reduced.

    However, I covered the urgent issues within that short time.

    Now it's time to take the next step.

    "Hu..."

    With a weary heart, I let out a deep breath and opened the chat window.

    Since the situation was about to change, those who could respond should get the opportunity to do so.

    - K: The community, auction, and inventory features will be closed soon. You probably felt it with the recent nemesis-rank in the report, I recommend creating a Platinum rank player before the auction feature disappears completely.

    Many probably realized this when the news came that Lily hunted a nemesis-rank.

    She transferred mana through the auction function.

    Thus, many probably stored this issue in their hearts.

    But it would have been hard to speak out recklessly.

    It might have seemed as if they were trying to take away the mana of those fighting alongside them.

    But if opportunities were limited, and if not now, then never.

    The voices mentioning mana transfers will grow.

    To be honest, I wasn't too pleased about eliminating the auction feature.

    'The auction is the only function that allows mana transfer without the process of killing.'

    Thanks to the auction feature, even I was able to become Platinum rank.

    But maintaining the auction feature for qualitative growth isn't the best move.

    Failing to adapt may lead to self-destruction due to the lack of manpower later on.

    'I need to maintain a good balance.'

    While more players are certainly needed, excellent Platinum rank players are as well.

    'Lily handled the nemesis-rank in the UK, and I handled the one in India.'

    It became evident that without Platinum ranks, gold ranks could not capture nemesis-rank, no matter how many attacked.

    Thus, it was a serious warning.

    Encourage mana to be gathered for someone while the auction feature lasts.

    'It probably won't easily reach a conclusion.'

    Since I informed them this was the last chance, they needed to make decisions somehow.

    'If they miss the opportunity without reaching an agreement, that's it for them.'

    I also contacted Kamal from the Hamas clan and La Wian from China before closing the chat window.

    I took a moment to organize my thoughts.

    'The hole is closed.'

    The monsters that had crossed to Earth were all killed.

    The Player Association officially revealed itself.

    Thus, the unresolved matters that were stirring beneath will be gradually wrapped up.

    Only one task remained on Earth.

    I gathered my clothes and opened the door.

    At that, the twins, who were fiddling with a smartphone in the living room, abruptly stood up.

    "Where are you going?"

    "You're not going to do something dangerous, right? I want to go with you too, brother!"

    During the press conference, I quietly departed before the twins awoke, allowing me to sneak out smoothly.

    So they had to see my face through the news.

    'Not that I don't feel guilty.'

    But even if I was to return to the past, I'd make the same choice.

    This time, however, such tricks wouldn't work, so I'd have to face it head-on.

    Honestly, I didn't intend to leave the twins behind this time.

    "Okay, go get ready to go out."

    "Huh?"

    Indeed, the twins seemed to still be shaken by recent events.

    They'd forgotten what today was about.

    "We need to visit the columbarium."

    "Oh no!"

    Yes, today was our parents' memorial day.

    I reminded the twins and briefly added,

    "I'm not going to disappear like I did in the morning, so go get ready for an outing."

    After visiting our parents together, I'd have to prepare once more to head to Biharin.

    * * *

    Rivan was out strolling near the temple with Hemar.

    Hemar, once a high priest of nearly 100 years who led and watched over the temple of Habon, now appeared noticeably emaciated over the past year.

    He lived longer than others with the God's strength, but everyone knew his time was near.

    "It's already autumn."

    "I know. The sweltering days are much lighter now, aren't they?"

    "Indeed... I wonder if I'll be able to see the turn of the year..."

    "Please don't say such things!"

    But whenever Hemar said such words, Rivan's heart trembled.

    Hemar was the one who took him in and cared for him when he was merely an orphan.

    "What good does it do to ignore the reality before us? Prepare yourself gradually."

    With Hemar's repeated words, Rivan closed his mouth instead of replying.

    To him, Hemar was not just a father but also a teacher.

    Letting go of someone like that couldn't be easy.

    He tried his best to live as if none of it affected him, knowing Hemar's inevitable end was nigh.

    During a pause in their relatively comfortable silence,

    "The outsiders... seem to be coming again."

    At Hemar's words, Rivan, who had been looking at the ground, raised his head.

    Indeed, outsiders were visible inside the temple.

    Since their sudden departure about a week ago, few had been seen.

    "I wonder if the matter has been resolved..."

    Rivan observed Hemar's slightly wistful expression.

    'Does the High Priest Hemar worry about the outsiders leaving as well?'

    In the past days, rumors spread that monsters appeared in the homeland of the outsiders too.

    As a result, everyone was left worrying that they might leave for good.

    If they left, the order's forces couldn't push back the front lines on their own.

    Keeping the stalemated front line, like in the past, was the most they could hope for.

    'Recently, there have been many outstanding knights and mages among the outsiders...'

    What would happen to those left here if all of them returned to their world?

    Should they not try to stop them from leaving?

    But then, who would protect the outsiders' world?

    Asking himself, Rivan swallowed a gulp.

    Just in time, he noticed someone walking from the direction of the Palao temple.

    "K!"

    It was K, who had come over to Habon using the temple's portal.

    K in his original form, without changing his appearance through a device.

    "You've returned!"

    Rivan, in his joy, trotted over to him before stopping short.

    Then he turned back to escort Hemar.

    K, too, had stopped upon seeing them.

    The two approached him slowly, exchanging greetings and pleasantries.

    "It's been a while, K."

    "I heard there was an accident back in your hometown. Is it resolved? How are things? Were many harmed? They are preparing potions at the Order and will send them to the association! Although I can't help directly, at least this..."

    Enthusiastically sharing his thoughts, Rivan's words trailed off.

    K gazed steadily at him and Hemar without a word.

    Today, something was different about K.

    The atmosphere felt heavy and intricate, accompanied by silence.

    "Umm..."

    Struggling with that silence, Rivan's eyes flitted around.

    Stepping in for Rivan, Hemar added,

    "Were we holding up someone busy? Please, go ahead."

    Hardly had Hemar's words ended when K departed.

    * * *

    Originally, I had a mission grace period until the next morning.

    So, I planned to spend time with the twins.

    Uncharacteristically, I aimed to reduce their worries by explaining how extraordinary I was.

    But after reading the comments on the religious order's website, I changed my mind.

    - Rashar Bennet: It is said that the opinion that the gate should be closed came out from Shelver, the highest priest of Meferoseta. They seem intent on keeping you there. Stay cautious.

    - Rashar Bennet: And... I offer my condolences for what happened in your homeland.

    Where the Order of Senoa had Gallonic Hogue and the Order of Agnotia had Raytan Protoram,

    'Meferoseta had Shelver Vilkzion.'

    They were individuals representing the radicals in their respective orders.

    I had already gotten rid of the previous two, and I planned to deal with this Shelver guy soon.

    But first, there was one thing I absolutely needed to do.

    "I need to meet Irel."
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    Having confirmed the events happening beyond my sight, there was no more time to delay.

    'I have to avoid losing the initiative due to procrastination.'

    Parting from my siblings who urged me not to go was heavy, but I had promised to return, and to keep that promise, I had to give it my all.

    After passing through the gate located in Loborre, I used the voucher roulette obtained from the emergency defense battle.

    Again, Karlos intervened, and as I wished, I received the "authority of Finelpenia."

    Clutching the voucher tightly, I made my way to Habon to gather Rice Cake; it was about time my stomach was empty.

    In the process, I encountered some familiar faces but had nothing to say to them.

    The destruction and obliteration of Biharin remained inevitable.

    'I don't know a concrete method to save them.'

    I only saw a faint glimmer of hope, with no guarantee of realizing it. Thus, to avoid any slip of the tongue, I left the place.

    Having left Habon, my final destination was Alder Momen— a forest located in the central part of the continent now overtaken by monsters.

    I had seen something peculiar in Irel's records before.

    Trees with distinct arms, legs, and even mouths and eyes; surely trees, yet living and moving species.

    "The Ventri race."

    I had seen Irel standing among some players with the Ventri race, who had arms and legs, screaming.

    Thanks to this, I gained a hint on where I should go.

    "The areas where the Ventri race can survive are limited."

    Whether due to the ley lines or the difference in mana, as a non-scholar, it was hard to pinpoint the exact reason.

    The place where the Ventri race could live and move was just one—here, at Alder Momen.

    "A forest so vast it stretches to the sky without an end."

    It had earned the nickname 'Sea of Forest' for a reason.

    Its infamous reputation stated that without guidance from someone familiar with the place, passing through on one's own was impossible.

    After five days of non-stop travel along the sky path, I stood at the edge of the sprawling forest.

    "I'll start by finding the pile of Ventri corpses."

    I had seen Irel slaughtering the Ventri race in her records. Backtracking from there would make the search easier.

    I planned to proceed with the search using the authority voucher obtained from the emergency defense battle reward.

    I had also brought along the authority voucher newly obtained by Kim Yul, just in case.

    I didn't bring any party members for this endeavor.

    It was unwise to take those who had not yet reached the Platinum rank into the mages' den, and I needed people to stay by my family's side if another hole appeared in my absence.

    "If there's no result here, I'll have to come up with an alternative plan."

    With that in mind, I set my feet towards the expansive forest, treading aimlessly, relying on my unwavering stamina, for days on end.

    Eventually, I discovered a place where ancient trees, each likely several meters tall, had fallen.

    A detailed examination revealed the distinct differences—they had eyes and mouths that set them apart from ordinary trees.

    It was the corpse of the Ventri race, with the top split and a hole gaping wide.

    Seeing this, I briefly debated whether to use the divinity here.

    If the pile of corpses were found in multiple locations, I may not find Irel here.

    "But it shouldn't be a big problem."

    Instead, I could follow the traces of others and pursue them.

    "Whoever gathered the corpses in one place must have some connection with Irel."

    I decided to use the authority of Finelpenia here.

    And in the records left on the ground, I discovered a truly unexpected being.

    "This guy is...?"

    It was someone I recognized remarkably well.

    A being whose small wings shed light dust every time they fluttered.

    He had passed through this place not once, not twice, but several times, carrying fruits or mushrooms as big as his body.

    His traces appeared in records dated two days ago, five days ago, and then a week ago.

    While using the authority, I let my gaze follow the path he had moved.

    There was no hesitation or doubt. If anything, this guy belonged to the same faction as Irel.

    Tracking his movements could potentially yield more useful insights than the inaccessible records on the ground.

    Standing up, I began walking in the direction he had moved.

    How far had I walked when I sensed mana that lay beyond my detection range?

    "Blue..."

    According to the map's colors, it was Biharin.

    The unique point was that there were several, not just one.

    A feeling of déjà vu washed over me.

    "This was a similar situation the first time I met him."

    After a brief silence, I deliberately moved with evident footsteps.

    I watched as the blue dots on the map began to restlessly wander and lowered my posture.

    I reached into a crevice between the piled Ventri race corpses.

    Soon, crunch.

    I effortlessly lifted a Ventri race corpse, which resembled a giant tree, with one hand.

    "Eek!"

    "Kyaa!"

    "Uwaaa!"

    As buzzing noises started to echo, I spotted a being standing at the front, barely larger than my little finger.

    It was spreading its tiny arms wide, looking resolute as it glared ahead.

    With pink hair and a familiar face, it was the same fairy I encountered during the main scenario.

    The fairy who had informed me about Messeo being a sacrifice.

    Gathered behind it were much smaller beings than the pink-haired one, clearly indicating they were young fairies.

    Having quickly grasped the situation, I looked at the pink-haired being and spoke.

    "It's been a while,"

    I said.

    Seemingly shocked by the unexpected reunion, the being's wide-open eyes contorted with complex emotions.

    A moment later,

    "Human!"

    The pink-haired fairy cried out, rushing towards me.

    Startled by the sudden reaction, I reflexively swatted it away.

    The pink-haired fairy, having been sent flying, crashed onto the ground.

    ... It wasn't intentional.

    * * *

    "Click!"

    The experimental subject used in the research began to crumble rapidly.

    Seeing this, Irel grimaced and waved a hand.

    A bubble of water in mid-air cleaned away the now disintegrated experimental subject.

    "Annoying, really."

    This marked the 4,251st failure.

    Irel let out a long sigh, running her hand through her hair in frustration.

    Contrary to the boasts she had made to the outsider who had no choice but to cling to her, the research on forcibly injecting divinity into outsiders had yielded no significant results.

    Despite thousands of experiments, there was only one instance of success.

    And it was that despicable trash, parading around with an arrogant demeanor.

    Even that was a partial success, leaving him unable to directly wield the divinity.

    'He can only store it at best.'

    It was inevitable; without the means to wield the power, having it was pointless.

    Like someone with neither a driver's license nor a car, possessing fuel was of no practical use.

    Irel was acutely aware of that reality more than anyone else.

    However, the longer no second success came, the more anxious she grew.

    "I thought I would succeed immediately when I could experiment on outsiders."

    They were mutants, artificially infused with power to grow.

    It seemed it would be easier than conducting experiments on Biharin.

    But in reality, there was little difference based on the type of experiment subject.

    Moreover, having recently relocated the laboratory hastily added to the chaos.

    A situation unconducive to focusing entirely on the research.

    "It's all because of that outsider."

    She didn't expect to be ambushed while under the illusion by an unknown creature.

    Getting wounded by such a being was disgraceful enough.

    The real trouble was that she had fainted, leaving the despicable outsider unwatched.

    "I heard from the extremists that Senoa made his body capable of withstanding all divinity," she recalled.

    This required hurried relocation of their base.

    There was always the possibility that the records had been accessed while she was unconscious.

    Fortunately, they had been constructing a new base to escape the dimensional collapse.

    As it was nearing completion, they began the relocation a little sooner.

    They completed everything just a few days ago and left the previous base.

    Irel felt relieved at last.

    'No matter how legitimate his succession may be, even he wouldn't chase us to a floating island in the sky.'

    They had already performed an Invisibility operation over the entire island and traveled several days' distance away.

    Even if the haughty outsider came looking for the previous base, he would only find an empty forest.

    No matter how hard she thought about it, there was no way that arrogant outsider could track the new base.

    Still, just in case, she enlisted the help of the radical faction within Finelpenia's order.

    "Sending a priest to Alder Momen's forest would reveal many things."

    They needed to buy time until the records were erased by the dimensional collapse.

    The very people who would do anything to fill their coffers didn't care about betraying gods, violating doctrines, or even selling out their kin.

    "To them, it's just a means to an end."

    So feeding their greed to block priest dispatches seemed easily manageable.

    The stress accumulated due to that audacious outsider melted away with relief.

    Irel redirected her focus back to her research.

    At that very moment, clatter, clatter.

    The box prepared for experimental materials began to rattle noisily.

    Surely the material inside the box had regained consciousness.

    "Now even some mere...?"

    With a twinge of annoyance, Irel picked up the box, slightly larger than her fist.

    Immediately, she poured in the poppy mana stored within the mana accumulation tool.

    Soon, the resistance ceased.

    "Why wake up and annoy me?"

    She murmured under her breath.

    She tossed the box aside impatiently.

    Thump, thump-thump.

    The cubic box rolled across the table and stopped perilously at the edge.

    Where it had rolled, gleaming powder was scattered.

    Irel, glowering at the silenced box, sighed again and reached out.

    She intended to check the condition of the materials inside.

    When the magically sealed lid was opened, a fairy, unconscious and limp, came into view.

    Checking the fairy just in case, Irel sighed in relief.

    Fortunately, the exterior of the material wasn't greatly damaged.

    The wings, most crucially, were intact.

    "Fairy dust is essential for amplifying the fantasies or desires of the experimental subject."

    More accurately, the sky dust created by those wings was the key material.

    For the freshness, she kept them alive, but once the wings were stripped, they would be disposed of.

    "I need to use them sparingly."

    Right now, the fairy wings were a limited resource.

    During the relocation to the artificial island, there was a commotion as the fairies staged an escape.

    During that chaos, the fairies encountered the unintelligent ordinary monsters, and many were eaten.

    As a result, not many fairies remained.

    Irel, still pondering, fed a potion to the fairy and locked it back inside the box.

    Simultaneously, she cast aside the lingering thoughts swirling in her mind.

    Now was a time to ensure success in her experiments as soon as possible.

    To release the shackles set by the gods.

    "When results come, I'll figure out how to remove these damned constraints, too."

    Divinity was clearly a power superior to mana.

    Once she could handle it, there would undoubtedly be a way.

    With hope in her heart, Irel focused on her task.

    Unaware of the events unfolding beneath her feet.
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    "What kind of lunatics are these!"

    Foul language rose up without me realizing it, and I spat it out immediately.

    After all, the sound of the fiercely blowing wind was so overwhelming that nothing could be heard in this situation.

    Whether I cursed, shouted, or whatever, there was no need to worry about being heard by anyone at the moment.

    But if seen from the perspective of preference rather than the realm of possibility and impossibility...

    I was hoping that the mages could hear the curse I just uttered.

    "What did you say... Whoa!"

    At that moment, someone inside my armor peeked out, showing his face.

    Simultaneously, he was swept away by the wind.

    Fortunately, I managed to catch him just in time.

    It was Dennis Reol, the pink-haired fairy I had met once before.

    We exchanged a brief introduction, and it turned out he was the prince of the fairy tribe.

    "Don't climb out carelessly!"

    As soon as I snatched Dennis, I yelled at him and shoved him back inside my armor.

    "Squeak, squirm..."

    Was it because my movements caused his body to sway?

    Rice Cake, tied to my back with a rope, shivered.

    Not stopping there, it even covered its eyes with his front paws.

    'Yes, you'd be better off not seeing.'

    I was currently climbing a massive wall of rock and dirt, with Dennis and Rice Cake.

    The problem was that the wall was floating in the air, flying at a speed of 40 to 50 km/h.

    The curse I had uttered earlier was directed at the mages who had made this situation possible.

    'I had fully anticipated they might relocate the hideout.'

    On the monster's side, if there was black magic and messeo, then on our side, we had divine authority.

    If Irel had thought it was possible that the records leaked while she was unconscious, then relocating the hideout was a given.

    'But this is just ridiculous, isn't it?'

    Who would have thought they would create a new hideout entirely and float it in the sky?

    The ridiculousness of it all wasn't just a thought, as the mages had actually gone through with it.

    Because of those insane people, I found myself climbing, something never in my fate to do, thousands of kilometers in the air.

    How could I not curse this situation?

    On top of all that, a massive magic circle was drawn on the outer edge of the floating artificial island.

    It was packed with all sorts of magics, such as a no-entry magic, a barrier magic, a shattering magic, an alarm magic, and even a mana disturbance magic.

    "It's like they've piled on everything they could think of", I mumbled.

    I had to commend the mages' dedication to their work.

    Despite their efforts, none of it posed any obstacle to me.

    There was a simple enough reason for that.

    'Giolan's Invisibility Cloak.'

    I was wearing a 7-star artifact.

    Originally, it belonged to the Player Association's Korean branch and had been given to me by Yang Hyewon.

    'It's all because I've had to remain cautious about my surroundings every time I'm purifying.'

    Being constantly surrounded by players I had never met was truly uncomfortable.

    I didn't know what artifacts they might have had.

    Nor with whom they were secretly communicating.

    So when Yang Hyewon gave me this cloak, I didn't hesitate to take it.

    'Once every 24 hours, it completely erases the wearer's presence for one hour.'

    It's just like a barrier with the same effect, but it's mobile.

    It neatly erased even symbols and presences that couldn't be hidden by Invisibility.

    Even things touching my body passed through if I didn't wish to be touched.

    It freed me from physical threats.

    Thanks to that, I could concentrate fully on purification during that disaster.

    And today, it allowed me to infiltrate the island safely.

    "Human, over there! There! Quick!"

    As soon as I got back on the ground, Dennis popped his head out again and pointed north.

    However, instead of rushing towards the direction he pointed out, I untied Rice Cake first.

    He had grown large enough to rival, if not exceed, most large dogs.

    Because of that, I had changed his magical food tank to a larger one too.

    I put him down between my legs, from where he had been lying quietly on my back.

    As I hung a leather pouch around his neck, I spoke.

    "You know what to do, right?"

    "Bark!"

    When I confirmed with Rice Cake, holding his face in both hands, he answered shortly.

    His confident attitude suggesting he had things under control made me smile involuntarily.

    Right after I gruffly patted his head.

    I let him bite on an Invisibility magic stone.

    Snap.

    The magic stone shattered, and Rice Cake's form disappeared.

    Even his presence became faint and soon began to grow distant.

    Only after Rice Cake had left did I turn around as well.

    In the direction Dennis had pointed earlier with his finger.

    I had to hurry before the cloak's effect wore off.

    'It's been 19 minutes since I put on the cloak.'

    I needed to move as much as possible during the remaining 41 minutes.

    Given the wide area, I felt a bit rushed.

    'Based on Dennis's records, it seemed about as large as Jeju Island.'

    What I saw upon arrival wasn't far off.

    It took me 20 minutes just to reach near the central tower built around the outer area of the island.

    Upon spotting the tower in the distance, I asked Dennis.

    "Where exactly is the second tower?"

    "Look at the top of the tower! The second tower has two spires!"

    The second tower, which mostly consisted of facilities for magic research.

    It was our final destination and the place where Irel's laboratory was said to be.

    * * *

    Dennis knew more than I expected.

    - He said it had been over a year since the first disappearance occurred.

    - Mother had repeatedly spoken to the mages about it.

    Asking if they could investigate whether monsters were abducting fairies.

    - The mages just kept repeating that they would look into it but never allowed us to search ourselves.

    The fairy tribe had special abilities but, individually, were not very strong.

    Moreover, compared to humans, the number of fairies with attribute mana was small.

    To make matters worse, their numbers were few in general.

    'I've seen statistics that their population is even lesser than the beastfolk.'

    Even after being popular as scapegoats, they had never managed to voice their concerns adequately.

    Unable to withstand the persecution, they left the demi-human union, but their situation didn't improve much.

    Monsters didn't eat fairies but didn't care for them either.

    It was better when there was only that indifference.

    'After the collective betrayal of the mages, it wasn't much different from living with demi-humans.'

    It seemed mages, filled with superiority complexes, looked down on fairies.

    And amidst this daily existence, the fairies started disappearing, with their numbers decreasing gradually.

    In the end, unable to bear it any longer, Dennis snuck into the mage's tower.

    - I believed they were hiding something.

    - If not, they would have allowed us to investigate the incidents!

    Looking at the results, his intuition wasn't wrong.

    In the second tower, where research mages gathered, he found several fairies asleep under the influence of poppy mana.

    'It's amazing he found something amidst such unplanned, unprepared searches.'

    It was due to Dennis's smaller stature compared to most mages that it was possible.

    In reality, Dennis's reckless infiltration led to his discovery, but it ended in his capture.

    Attempting to escape, he inadvertently entered another laboratory.

    'An experiment was ongoing there using messeo to open a portal to desired locations.'

    The enemy had found a way to penetrate Temoria's barriers using messeo about a year ago.

    Then, before launching a full-scale attack, they were practicing adjusting the gate's location.

    That's precisely when Dennis met me.

    He got entangled in the experiment and fell into the front lines where the main storyline was unfolding.

    Whether fortunate or unfortunate.

    'I freed him, only for him to be recaptured by the mages who tracked him.'

    Afterward, he remained under the influence of poppy mana, regaining consciousness miraculously once.

    - Even if we are physically apart, we can communicate within dreams.

    - That's why losing connection in dreams made us think the missing ones were dead.

    I conjectured their species had a natural trait suited for survival as a group, given their individual weakness.

    Of course, I hadn't specialized in natural science or evolutionary theory, so it wasn't certain.

    But knowing fairies' traits, the mages didn't just lock them up; they made sure they stayed in a poppy-induced daze.

    Dennis too was overly shocked to alert anyone after getting caught up in the gate.

    - Once I regained consciousness, I informed Mother of the gravity of the situation.

    What followed was simple.

    The Queen sought to rescue her people immediately.

    As both a queen and a competent mage, she attacked the tower.

    Various chaos broke out in the process.

    Fairies attempted an escape only to be devoured by monsters.

    Some were recaptured by the mages.

    Their fleed goods scattered amidst the escape.

    Again, they were captured by wandering monsters in corrupted areas.

    There were cases like Dennis, who managed to escape and hide.

    Still, they were separated for fear of moving amidst the corrupt lands.

    'It was utter chaos.'

    I confirmed everything that happened to Dennis repeatedly with Finelpenia's authority.

    This way, I had no reason to doubt the location of the artificial island he communicated during dreams with other fairies.

    'Thanks to him, I reached this place smoothly.'

    If I had to do everything alone, I would still be wandering through the forest.

    That led me to the second tower, guided by Dennis.

    Infiltrating wasn't hard as long as the cloak's effect persisted.

    I checked the remaining time of the cloak's maintenance, about 17 minutes, looking around vigilantly.

    "..."

    The sight left me stunned in countless ways.

    Players with their hearts pierced, connected to strange hoses.

    A Ventri head immersed in what looked like grapefruit juice.

    A jelly-like, constantly twitching object.

    Various more grotesque spectacles unfolded before me.

    It felt like a fantasy set in medieval times.

    Seeing this made it seem like an SF fantasy.

    I sighed silently and approached a player hanging on the wall.

    'Meferoseta, Senoa, Agnotia... and even Palao.'

    As far as I could see, there were at least 12 people.

    How many more might be in places I couldn't see or hadn't seen?

    Did they agree to this bizarre experiment willingly?

    Or were they kidnapped unknowingly?

    'Are they victims or traitors?'

    Considering known facts and newly discovered insights.

    It's certain that the traitors were artificially creating Inheritance Candidates.

    Creating beings that could control authority and divinity artificially.

    'Like what the system did to me.'

    And these people were likely the subjects of such experiments.

    'There are no dots appearing on the map.'

    It was hard to believe they were alive.

    Even if they were alive, I wouldn't have done anything special.

    'I came here not to rescue them.'

    I suppressed my conflicted emotions and turned my back on the players.

    'If there's anything I need to rescue from here, it's the fairies.'

    That was the price for guiding me here.

    I intended to find them while the cloak's effect persisted.

    Moving from the first floor to the second, and then the next.

    Checking places where materials for experiments were said to be based on Dennis's testimony and records.

    There was a certainty I learned from that.

    'Mages haven't yet developed means to counter relics.'
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    As I roamed the Magic Tower, I encountered no shortage of people.

    Yet, the mages, sensitive to mana, couldn't even fathom my presence.

    Thanks to that, the search itself went smoothly, and I soon found the location where the fairies were held captive.

    A box the size one would use for a large dog cage.

    Every side of the box was filled with iron bars so tightly that not even a finger could fit through.

    Fairies inside were sprawled unconsciously.

    "This, this...!"

    Dennis, witnessing the sight, trembled with rage.

    He went as far as attempting to emerge from the armor.

    I pressed his head down with a finger and spoke.

    "If you don't want to fail before even starting, don't make a fuss."

    To share the effect of the cloak, he had to be securely attached to me.

    Perhaps due to my restraint, Dennis, in his urgency, spoke hastily.

    "But... but...!"

    "If you have a way to rescue and safely lead all of them out alone, I won't stop you."

    I asked him if he wanted to act alone, as if confirming.

    Dennis fell silent.

    Only then could I start to think.

    The iron bars looked like window screens, densely covered in protective magic circles.

    'There are anti-approach magic circles... and this is an alarm magic circle.'

    In addition, there was a Mana Accumulation Tool placed inside the bars.

    'Looks like the mana is released regularly through a continuously activated magic circle.'

    Due to that, the mana inside those bars was extraordinarily thick.

    To the level that I feared it might cause issues due to addiction symptoms.

    'I brought a detoxifier just in case.'

    On the black market, detoxifiers that neutralize plant-based mana are available.

    As soon as Dennis mentioned the poppy mana, I asked the association to procure some.

    Before arriving on the island, I received a substantial amount through the gifting function.

    But I refrained from using it immediately.

    'Imagine if all those fairies woke up at once.'

    There's a reason people say too many cooks spoil the broth.

    What are the chances that a fairy, kidnapped and waking up, would willingly follow a stranger, an outsider, at that?

    'It's best to take them while they're unconscious.'

    I thoroughly inspected the surroundings around the iron-barred box containing the fairies.

    I even used a magic stone to check for magic traps just in case.

    Fortunately, there were no magic circles I hadn't spotted myself.

    'Is it because it's a storage area for materials?'

    The security seemed basic at best.

    This simplicity made my task somewhat easier.

    I purchased several magic stones from the store and muttered to myself.

    "Did you memorize the way?"

    Suddenly, a deeply indented earthen path flashed in my mind before disappearing.

    'When confirming a positive response, it does once.'

    I taught to connect his vision with a negative answer when it does twice.

    "When things go wrong, come here and put this here."

    I said, glancing around the iron cage containing fairies and the huge bag I prepared in advance.

    Our vision connected for an instant again before disappearing.

    Satisfied with the answer from Rice Cake, I took out the magic stones I purchased from the store.

    They were corrosion magic stones made based on acidic mana.

    I carefully installed them next to the cage.

    Fearful that the effect might not be enough, I placed one magic stone beside another, and then another.

    While I was engrossed in installing the magic stones, I warned Dennis, who silently watched.

    "I'm telling you clearly, don't move recklessly before the signal."

    If he hastily used the corrosion magic stones in impatience, the alarm would go off.

    This would significantly raise the chances of failure.

    I advised him to wait and be patient until the signal, regardless of how frustrated or upset he might be.

    Standing over Dennis, waiting for a response, he finally looked up and spoke.

    "What if I decide not to listen and use these magic stones?"

    I had to suppress a sigh.

    It's not that I hadn't considered him disobeying my instructions.

    'Completely controlling another's choice is impossible.'

    Yet, dragging him along everywhere to prevent variables is not an option.

    'This guy won't be useful if a fight breaks out.'

    For now, all I could do was anticipate unexpected variables and tread carefully, prepared for any potential outcome.

    "That's your choice."

    "......"

    "However, let's be clear. Never stab me in the back."

    If he whimsically uses these magic stones, he would be stabbing me in the back.

    He should remember that every resulting consequence is his responsibility.

    If he meddles before the signal and it messes up the plan...

    "No matter what happens later, don't expect my help."

    I wasn't generous enough to aid someone stabbing me in the back.

    "The decision is yours."

    I finally stated and held an Invisibility magic stone up to Dennis's nose.

    As he stared at it, Dennis soon reached out with a hand.

    Crunch.

    The Invisibility magic stone shattered, causing Dennis's figure to vanish.

    With that settled, I promptly exited the material storeroom.

    'The timer is running out.'

    I needed to move as quickly as possible.

    Luckily, I verified the next destination through Dennis the moment I entered the Magic Tower.

    Thus, I climbed the stairs without hesitation, each step quick and firm.

    With approximately two minutes of cloak's remaining duration, I casually passed by those roaming the tower.

    I crossed the corridor and stopped in front of the fourth room on the third-floor hallway.

    Observing the countdown of the clock displayed above my sight, I waited quietly.

    Finally, at the opportune moment, I held my breath and raised a hand.

    Knock, knock, knock.

    The pebble I had picked up on the way bounced off the door.

    Immediately, I sensed a presence inside.

    'I was planning to break in if there was no response.'

    The flow seemed to favor me this time.

    I stood silently in front of the door, waiting for it to open.

    "What is it?!"

    It was Irel who nervously opened the door.

    It was unsurprising, given that this was Irel's research lab, and I came here on my own accord.

    Seeing no one in the corridor, she frowned and scanned around.

    After briefly glancing at the pebble at her feet, she cast detection magic, creating a swarm of blue butterflies.

    Yet, with the clock's duration remaining, without neutralizing the relic's effects, she couldn't find me.

    Confirming the timer turned red, I quickly ducked as Irel frowned again and extended her hand.

    With a watery whip, she swept the corridor.

    The timer hit 30 seconds just as Irel opened the door.

    By the time she retrieved her magic after tilting her head curiously, it was at 26 seconds.

    When she stepped forward to observe the corridor, it reached 19 seconds.

    When I stealthily slipped past her into the research lab, it was 11 seconds.

    I extended my hand toward her, preparing another magic at 7 seconds.

    I released my mana to activate the restraints at 5 seconds.

    "In...!"

    When Irel noticed me and tried to attack, we had 3 seconds.

    "......!"

    A restraint activated by my mana surged when 2 seconds were left on the timer.

    Irel fell unconscious, unable to complete her magic correctly.

    Just then, the timer ran out, and I supported the collapsing Irel.

    The closed door didn't open again for a significant amount of time.

    * * *

    Meanwhile, on Earth, where Hyunwoo had left, times were chaotically busy.

    They had to identify casualties' bodies and ascertain their identities.

    They also needed to assess the economic damage in the disaster area and arrange compensations.

    Registering players officially with the association was another task at hand.

    There were numerous subsequent processes to handle, a workload difficult to enumerate.

    As a result, not only government offices but also multiple private firms' personnel were busy without a moment's rest.

    Fortunately or unfortunately, Kim Yul and Yang Taeho were somewhat detached from this hectic daily life.

    Neither of them were civil servants, insurance company employees, nor disaster victims.

    They weren't even affiliated with the Players' Association.

    They quietly focused on hunting and purifying corrupted areas.

    Hyunwoo had advised them, keeping their hunting schedule less packed than usual.

    Thus, Kim Yul decided to meet Squad Leader Yang Jochul during his leisure.

    'The assemblyman from Kim's side keeps reaching out.'

    His father, having recognized the value and existence of players, had initiated contact.

    - The assemblyman wishes for Kim Yul to return to his family.

    - There's no need to stay outside when the family is home, right?

    Someone I hadn't heard from for nearly a year.

    Hearing that Kim Yul was a player, he brought up the idea of family and home, which was laughable.

    Moreover, he didn't even reach out himself, outsourcing the task to his aides.

    Despite blocking his contacts, he kept reaching out through various numbers, which was bothersome.

    Hence, Kim Yul considered seeking help from Squad Leader Yang Jochul.

    Arriving at the National Intelligence Service, Kim Yul hastened his steps and was guided inside.

    After a brief wait in a room that felt like both an interrogation room and a break room.

    Yang Jochul entered carrying a laptop.

    "Yul, long time no see. Am I late?"

    "I arrived leisurely, so it wasn't a long wait."

    "That's a relief. I heard you're still hunting. Are you unharmed?"

    "Hey, I don't get hurt by small fries anymore."

    They greeted each other without unnecessary pleasantries and delved into the main issue.

    "Alright, I'll press assemblyman Kim's side."

    He was pleasantly surprised by Yang Jochul's willingness to help; he had expected there might be conditions attached.

    They weren't exactly close friends...

    'It's not like he would normally offer such unreserved help, though.'

    Having started working relatively early compared to others his age, Kim Yul knew better than to readily trust unconditional goodwill.

    Hence, he felt a bit bewildered.

    Perhaps sensing his unease, Squad Leader Yang Jochul clarified further.

    "Don't worry too much. Given China's case, they will have to retreat eventually."

    "I see."

    Understanding the situation, things fell into place.

    The government wishes to avoid having politicians and financial figures overly close to players.

    Failing to do so could mean turning the entire association into an adversary.

    Given those reasons, Yang Jochul's kindness made perfect sense.

    'The uproar in China ended up benefiting us.'

    Thanks to that, the conversation ended quicker and easier than expected.

    Now he could return for a morning hunt, he thought as he prepared to leave.

    "Before you go, could you watch a video if you have the time?"

    "What is it?"

    Yang Jochul, stopping him, opened the laptop.

    After a brief pause, a prepared video started playing.

    "Oh?"

    Kim Yul's eyes widened in surprise.

    Unconsciously leaning forward, he closely examined the video's subject.

    "This is K hyung, no, Hyunwoo hyung, right?"

    Mentioning Hyunwoo's name, which he recently learned, caused Yang Jochul to nod with a slightly awkward smile.

    "He said it was okay to use it for promotional purposes. We aimed to ease animosity or fear toward players while fostering trust. What do you think?"

    "Hmm..."

    He honestly found it well-made, objectively speaking.

    The impact and purpose were clear.

    The quality wasn't bad, suggesting a skilled editor was at work.

    Once uploaded, it would undoubtedly become a hot topic.

    'It would indeed help change perceptions toward players.'

    But...
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    He didn't think Hyunwoo would be pleased with the video being spread around.

    'Well, since Hyung said it's okay to use directly, it's none of my business...'

    Still, shouldn't he at least let him know that something like this is happening?

    Kim Yul's contemplation didn't last long.

    'Sometimes, I do want to see that guy flustered.'

    Keeping quiet for future amusement didn't seem like a bad idea.

    "It looks good to me. It's witty too."

    When he voiced his honest opinion, Squad Leader Yang Jochul seemed relieved, letting out a shallow sigh.

    After confirming his reaction, a thought popped into his head, and he spoke up.

    "Can I post that video on my account?"

    Various social media platforms, including Instafram, were already abuzz.

    There were even people who claimed to be players and had opened their own accounts.

    'Most of them seemed like attention-seeking scam artists, though.'

    Some of their profile pictures were of people I recognized.

    Kim Yul had been considering whether he should start his external activities now.

    Just then, a promotional video featuring mainly Hyunwoo appeared.

    "I'm thinking of opening an account soon."

    It was an offer that Squad Leader Yang Jochul, had no reason to refuse.

    "If you do, it'd be great for us."

    Kim Yul was already quite well-known on SNS back when he was a trainee.

    If they could use this to accelerate the spread of the video, it would be beneficial for both of them.

    Kim Yul eagerly pulled out his smartphone and got to work.

    "Hyunwoo doesn't seem to have an account, does he?"

    Seeing Squad Leader Yang Jochul shaking his head, Kim Yul chuckled.

    "Well, he's not someone to waste time on that."

    Then, out of curiosity, I asked, "If you found that video, did you also investigate Hyung's past? What was he like before the game started?"

    Yang Jochul paused, as if pondering something, and then smiled faintly.

    "He is quite an outstanding young man."

    "Huh, outstanding?"

    "In my opinion."

    Kim Yul knew Squad Leader Yang Jochul wasn't someone who would make empty remarks about these things.

    "Could he have been in Sparta or something before?"

    Yang Jochul just smiled without answering, and his smartphone buzzed from his pocket.

    He excused himself and took out his smartphone.

    After checking the screen, the expression on Squad Leader Yang Jochul's face hardened.

    He hurriedly connected the call and asked, "What's the situation?"

    "Squad Leader, journalists have arrived."

    "Report the progress."

    "They approached pretending to be customers at the part-time job location, causing a delay in response. I realized just observing wouldn't do and blocked attempts to conduct an interview. This led to a verbal altercation with the journalists and we had the two return home."

    "Make sure to block them at any cost."

    "Understood."

    After the brief call, Squad Leader Yang Jochul made another call.

    "If there are any articles about Kang Hyunwoo's family during monitoring, delete them first. I'll handle the aftermath."

    Listening to his words, Kim Yul drifted into his own thoughts.

    'Hyunwoo said his parents passed away... and his siblings are Yeonwoo and Jinwoo, right? Same age as me.'

    The name of the person Hyunwoo seemed to desperately search for during his sleep paralysis was also Yeonwoo.

    'Hyunwoo mentioned they're fraternal twins.'

    Kim Yul had only heard their names and hadn't seen any photos.

    As a result, he was very curious about what kind of people they were.

    Considering they were Hyunwoo's siblings, how could he not be curious?

    'Of course, I never planned to investigate first.'

    For Hyunwoo, family seemed to hold a very special place.

    To put it mildly, they were the reason for Hyunwoo's existence.

    They were the ones he would protect, even at the cost of his own life.

    What if dangerous players approached such significant people?

    'He might take them out secretly.'

    Kim Yul knew Hyunwoo quite well.

    He, therefore, didn't wish to do anything that might get him disliked.

    'If I loiter around without an introduction, I'll surely be viewed with suspicion.'

    He had just started to gain Hyunwoo's trust; he couldn't afford to mess things up now.

    Without asking anything from Squad Leader Yang Jochul, he quietly created an SNS account.

    A little while later, finishing his call, Kim Yul struck up a conversation with an entirely different topic with Squad Leader Yang Jochul.

    "Where are you planning to post the video? YouTube?"

    "I'm thinking of gradually leaking the CCTV footage through news outlets first."

    "Ah, I see."

    He had an inkling of the atmosphere Squad Leader Yang Jochul was aiming for.

    'Not bad.'

    Actually, it was a pretty clever approach.

    Having gauged the situation, Kim Yul opened his account and started by posting a couple of the photos he'd taken previously.

    'Adding tags...'

    After some fiddling around.

    "I'll link the video later."

    "Alright, thanks."

    "Then I'll get going."

    Kim Yul finished a few operations in place and then headed to the indoor gym beside the dormitory.

    It was to proceed with the morning hunt as agreed with Squad Leader Yang Jochul.

    Since the Hole opened the last time, both of them have been directly selecting missions and entering Biharin as opposed to going to their individual gates.

    It was Hyunwoo's request.

    'He told us not to stay away from Earth for too long.'

    Hyunwoo must have been anxious after a hole had already opened once while they were off the planet.

    'So, he left us here to cover for him.'

    Even for someone as materially motivated as Hyunwoo, it was a direct request.

    Both Yang Taeho and Kim Yul thought that this problem was rather significant.

    Thus, they managed their hunting schedule tightly, keeping it to exactly three sessions: morning, afternoon, and evening.

    In the past, he would have lamented about how slow this pace was to reach the Platinum rank.

    But things were different now.

    Hyunwoo was also transferring additional mana to them.

    During the so-called 'Week of Nightmares,' the mana stones he acquired were later handed over to them.

    Moreover, encountering a general-rank a couple of times also provided them with plenty of additional mana stones.

    These items were already all disposed of through auctions.

    Thanks to that, Kim Yul's mana reached 8.7 billion, and Yang Taeho's 8.6 billion.

    With the end in sight, he started to crave achieving the Platinum rank quickly.

    "There's a limit for the auction function which ends by tomorrow night, right?"

    "Yes, I believe they gave a week."

    "Hmm... If we manage to secure additional mana stones before then, I think we could possibly advance to Platinum rank, how about tackling an 8-star mission?"

    "I get that you're tempted, but higher levels are not an option."

    They had a higher chance of encountering a general-rank in high-ranking missions.

    But in Hyunwoo's absence, the risk of jumping into missions with hundreds of thousands of monsters at 8-star and beyond was great.

    Hence, they mainly focused on 6 and 7-star missions.

    A general-rank did appear occasionally, making these missions perfectly suitable for our demands.

    "Sometimes, the trick is to play it safe even if it seems slow."

    In the end, the decision-making authority in Hyunwoo's absence rested with Yang Taeho, who firmly denied it.

    "Moreover, a big event is expected soon, so let's just wait."

    Though disappointed, I decided not to push.

    "... It can't be helped."

    If they don't manage to acquire the mana stones in time, they can just extend our hunting schedule.

    Alternating with Yang Taeho in holding the missions would ensure preparedness no matter what happens on Earth.

    Revisiting the scenarios Kim Yul had crafted from watching Hyunwoo, he opened the mission list.

    Just as he was about to enter the 7-star mission, a 5-star corrupted area they had previously discussed.

    - K: If you're in combat, wrap it up as quickly as possible and begin personal preparations.

    A message from Hyunwoo arrived.

    Though the content was abrupt, neither of them expressed any doubt.

    They had been informed beforehand.

    But it was surprising, as it started sooner than expected.

    'I thought it would take at least two more weeks.'

    Of course, nothing would change because it was sooner than expected.

    They were already fully prepared.

    Having checked my messages, Yang Taeho placed his hammer on his shoulder and remarked.

    "The timing is perfect, don't you think? Almost as if he's watching us."

    "If it's Hyunwoo, he actually might be doing so."

    Dismissively receiving the comment, Kim Yul closed the mission list.

    Instead of utilizing mana by entering a mission, he decided to heed his place.

    Taking a seat nearby, he recalled the words Hyunwoo had mentioned before he left.

    - It doesn't fit my temperament to just endure.

    Upon hearing those words, the first thing that came to mind was the corpse.

    The child's face, deceased in front of a capsule arcade near Gangnam Station, was strangely hazy.

    But the memory of the space the child occupied was vividly distinct, like a photo.

    A corpse, half torn and shoved into a capsule machine.

    The abundantly spread crimson blood was hard to believe it came from that small body.

    Perhaps because of the cruelty of those memories lingering.

    Kim Yul resonated with the words Hyunwoo had spoken.

    'Yeah, with everything that happened, letting it slide just isn't right.'

    With that in mind, he fingered the razor-sharp dagger, awaiting the system window to appear.

    ***

    Party members, key association officials, and representatives of large clans with whom I shared rapport.

    Those who would suspect some connection between myself and this game.

    These were the individuals with sway through the seats they occupied.

    They were competent enough to not just hold their ground but excel in the upcoming scenario.

    After relaying the news to them, the information was sure to trickle down further quickly.

    'Everything is going according to plan.'

    Though there were some variables, the major flow wasn't significantly different from the original design.

    Had the remaining tasks proceeded as planned, it would have been ideal.

    "Click."

    Unfortunately, the flow was disrupted.

    Even after using Finelpenia's authority, the record of Irel remained inaccessible.

    Not a single entry was visible prior to the past ten days.

    A clouded black mist obscured her records.

    It was as if someone had deleted an old CCTV recording.

    'I had a suspicion.'

    It looks like measures had been taken to prevent their own records from being leaked, unlike the last time.

    I'd be lying if I said I wasn't irritated.

    'Still within the expected range.'

    There are ways to avoid even a god's eyes, so it's not unusual to think they could also block authority.

    Their status and authority, and even divinity, exhibited by the 7 Great Gods, are indeed great, but not omnipotent.

    Without knowing a solution, lingering over those black misty records only frustrates me.

    I discarded any attachment to the inaccessible records.

    Fortunately, it wasn't a complete loss.

    There was one piece of meaningful information within the ten days of records I could access.

    'The high-rank mages are absent from the island.'

    Their absence can be explained by...

    'They're planning an all-out assault on Callum soon.'

    A more precise target would be Romole.

    The enemies intend to shut down the gateway accessible by outsiders.

    I turned to the order page of the Order.

    I inserted my message into the less active comment section compared to early times.

    - K: Enemy plans an attack on Callum, all high-rank mages are being deployed, uncertain date, ultimate aim is the gate.

    I shared only the necessary factual contents, excluding sentiment.

    After posting the comment, I closed the site without lingering.

    Subsequently, I continued to gaze at the black mist obscuring Irel's records.

    While I wasn't dwelling on those records.

    The black mist gave me a strangely familiar feeling.

    What is it? What is it exactly? Where have I encountered it to find it familiar?

    'Finelpenia's authority is manifested through divinity.'

    Divinity is the power that facilitates unusual phenomena, transcending natural states and causality.

    It clearly operates one level above mana.

    'Blocking that with mana isn't possible.'

    Indeed, the sensation from the black mist veiling Irel's records wasn't mana.

    It felt stickily viscous, a sensation I vividly recalled from my memory.

    Soon, I realized what it was.

    "This is..."
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    If I had to compare it to something, it felt similar to when Agnotia had groped around me.

    After the sacrificial incident, Agnotia no longer hung around my surroundings.

    But it definitely felt similar.

    'Did Agnotia cover for her?'

    With that kind of authority, how?

    If Agnotia was truly behind it, it would mean she's colluding with the traitors.

    Honestly, I wouldn't be surprised even if that were true.

    I had suspected it multiple times already.

    As I watched the black mist completely obscuring my view for a moment.

    'There's nothing more I can find out.'

    I retracted the authority.

    'The interrogation can wait until Irel wakes up.'

    I decided to look around the lab while Irel was unconscious.

    After all, what's left here could also be considered records if you look at it one way.

    Perhaps they didn't expect me to chase them all the way here.

    Related materials were left entirely intact.

    'Shackles, infusion, release, status......'

    Parchments filled with letters, numbers, various doodles, and magic circles.

    By scrutinizing them closely, I could grasp the big picture.

    'As expected, they were experimenting with divinity infusion.'

    Understanding the basic theory wasn't too difficult.

    'It was based on black magic.'

    It wasn't a surprising revelation.

    If you think about it, even players' growth principles resemble black magic to some extent.

    'The basic principle of black magic is to absorb the power of other beings to get stronger.'

    And whether a being who has amassed a status so immense that they are called gods is involved in the process or not.

    That was the core difference between players and those who dabbled in black magic.

    'Damned System could have been designed emulating the principles of black magic.'

    Considering origins, black magic predates the game.

    It seemed Irel had thoughts similar to the system.

    Hence, the attempt to create another mutant by infusing divinity.

    'Interesting......'

    I dedicated significant time and effort to delve into the research Irel was conducting.

    It turned out to be surprisingly beneficial.

    Irel's handiwork wasn't only about creating Inheritance Candidates.

    There were also records of experiments conducted using messeo.

    Research aimed at nullifying a god's authority and sending forces to desired places.

    Going through that series of records revealed how the hole was created.

    'The so-called Vanguard, it's Karklein's authority.'

    It seemed the irregular entity named Karklein possessed the authority to utilize dimensional rifts.

    The moment I understood the existence of the black hands that would erupt from the void at every turn.

    It was possible to nullify Temoria's authority because they used the hole created by that power.

    'The powers possessed by these irregular entities can be used as a means to counter divinity.'

    Then, why haven't they used that power to free the Biharin's shackles?

    The answer to that question was simple.

    'Since it was created by the combined power of the 7 Great Gods, irregular entities alone can't undo it.'

    There simply wasn't enough total power.

    That's why mages started to seek a way to break the god's shackles through their own means.

    The conclusion they reached was to disrupt the consensus of the gods by leveraging one of the seven divinities.

    "Hm..."

    The content gave me much to ponder.

    The first question that sprang to mind.

    'Does it mean that the mages were the ones who harmed Palao?'

    If they hunted down a divinity-bearing entity and extracted the divinity for use in this experiment.

    It also explains the actions of the mages who continued their experiments by gathering pieces of divinity.

    'Worth considering for now.'

    The next question that arose.

    'Does it mean the shackles can be undone just by inheriting Palao's divinity perfectly?'

    If that were true, I could achieve my goal for coming to Irel without even needing to interrogate her.

    'There's no need to keep her alive to find out more.'

    I could just wait here and let Gilenios take me to the next trial site.

    To think I would discover my goals through the interrogation process like this.

    'Let's wait and see.'

    I decided to be cautious since nothing was yet confirmed.

    Going after other mages now would also be inefficient.

    There's no guarantee that a mage would be linked to the Inheritance Candidate research.

    It seemed wiser to wait a few more hours than to regret killing Irel prematurely.

    I swept all of Irel's remaining records into my inventory.

    The inventory would soon disappear, but I wasn't particularly worried.

    I had already prepared a countermeasure.

    'Incidentally, they were selling a Mana Accumulation Tool at the auction house.'

    To a player with an inventory, it wasn't exactly a valuable item.

    Because of that, it hadn't been sold even after being listed for over two weeks.

    'However, I knew my inventory would disappear soon.'

    So I bought it. Just as soon as I reached the island, I hung the leather pouch, an inter-dimensional Magic Tool, around Rice Cake's neck.

    Having gleaned more than I expected from Irel's research records, I found myself much more relaxed.

    As a result, I spent time more leisurely going through the materials.

    "Ugh..."

    At the end of that wait, Irel, who had fainted, finally woke up.

    I shoved each remaining unread document into the inventory.

    Then I approached the chair where Irel was tightly bound.

    I had used ropes to tie her up physically, and a binding magic to seal her Mana as well.

    Having continuously added Magic Stones, the timer had ample time left.

    'I should be able to resolve everything within that time.'

    I turned the nearby chair around with the backrest facing Irel and sat down.

    And waited a moment longer for Irel, who had lost consciousness and lay there motionless, to awaken.

    'Took quite a while.'

    Had I known it would be this effective, I would have activated it in the submission phase rather than the nullification phase.

    As I waited for Irel to regain consciousness, I recalled the explanations I had heard when purchasing the restraint device.

    -At the warning phase, it inflicts a level of pain that is barely endurable.

    Typically, it's enough to leave one screaming and buckling over.

    The aftereffects aren't severe, allowing them to recover after some time.

    When Rashar activated Ahel's restraint in front of me, it was exactly at that warning phase.

    -While at the submission phase, it delivers severe pain to the point of rendering one immobile.

    In this phase, one loses control over their body.

    They're not in a state to do anything on their own.

    However, since consciousness is rarely lost, they've left to suffer through intense pain.

    Many show symptoms of paralysis due to the aftereffects.

    -The final nullification phase...

    At the moment of activation, it simply snuffs out consciousness.

    It literally renders the opponent completely incapacitated.

    Due to the immediate loss of consciousness, Irel slipped into unconsciousness with eyes rolled back and crumpled helplessly.

    Despite being the most potent phase, unlike submission, it is said to leave no aftereffects.

    'I used the strongest one to ensure effectiveness.'

    I hadn't anticipated she would remain unconscious for this long.

    'Being a device designed by mages to control other mages, it wouldn't have any loopholes, I suppose.'

    Mulling over these thoughts alone as I waited, I soon saw Irel's eyelids flinch.

    With an indifferent gaze, I watched her long eyelashes fluttering as I leaned my arms on the chair's backrest.

    And just as I made eye contact with Irel, who bleary-eyedly blinked away the drowsiness.

    "Surprised to see me?"

    I said with a conspicuous grin.

    "Didn't I say we'd meet again?"

    Irel's blue eyes instantly turned spiteful at my words.

    Knowing her personality, it wouldn't be surprising if she lunged to cut my throat immediately.

    But Irel wouldn't be able to touch a single strand of my hair.

    I was the one most likely to fulfill what they desperately desire.

    'She referred to her success as a 'half-wit'.'

    In the ten days of records that I had access to, Irel frequently used terms like half-wit or half-baked.

    Various parchments scattered around the lab contained similar words.

    'Implying they weren't satisfied with their results.'

    But unlike that half-wit, I am an Inheritance Candidate crafted by direct divine intervention.

    Naturally, there will be disparities in degree of completion.

    Unlike their half-baked creation, I possess the means to seize a status.

    Though issues concerning authority remain ambiguous.

    Still, I am superior in many ways compared to their Inheritance Candidate.

    'Evidently, they're aware of that fact.'

    They therefore wouldn't miss an opportunity to utilize me when it presented itself.

    I decided to inform them of the opportunity that awaited.

    Buzz.

    The first thing I did was establish a Divine Canopy to shield us from the gods' gaze using divinity.

    "You know how to unbind the shackles placed upon you by the 7 Great Gods, right?"

    Only then did I disclose the long-held intention within my heart.

    "Explain it to me, how can they be undone?"

    This made my and Irel's objectives align temporarily in this moment.

    "... Why are you interested in that?"

    Therefore, they couldn't kill me easily.

    'Of course, the same applied to me.'

    With records obscured by them, I required Irel's cooperation to learn the exact method of undoing the shackles.

    'This is something I absolutely cannot ask the System or the gods about.'

    Both sides oppose the Biharin crossing over to Earth, at least.

    Hence, the only ones who could assist me with this issue were traitors like Irel.

    We found ourselves in a predicament where we couldn't harm each other until we achieved our respective desires.

    That meant...

    'The first to achieve their objective holds the most options.'

    It was a game where the one who accomplished their goal first had more choices.

    With no need for excuses, I opted to be truthful.

    "I'm not someone as rational and perfect as you."

    Irel's lips twitched conspicuously.

    "That's why I'm thinking of doing something foolish like saving those whom extraordinary mages like you have abandoned."

    Using divinity to shield the gods' gaze was why I decided to help.

    'If the Damned System knew, it would flip out and try to stop me.'

    But that's a decision only possible for the System.

    I too agreed that the System's decision was the best.

    'Yet I can't make exactly the same decision.'

    I'm just an ordinary, morally gray person.

    Someone who can calculate gains and losses and use their head.

    I can't be an entirely emotionless, purely rational entity.

    The calculations of gain and loss are only possible when faced with solvable problems.

    Being unaware of a way to save billions of lives, ignoring and turning my back on it.

    'I can't bear that.'

    I'm not a magnificent being capable of withstanding the guilt I'd have to endure due to that choice.

    Ultimately, my desire to save the Biharin was for my sake too.

    'Perhaps Palao knew as much.'

    Which might be why she chose me as the Inheritance Candidate.

    'Honestly, whatever the reason, it doesn't matter now.'

    I had already made my decision.

    'For myself, not for them.'

    I would save the Biharin.

    To do so, I had to avoid the gaze of the Biharin's gods and the System.

    That was why I first learned to use divinity.

    Thanks to that, I had been able to keep my conversations with Vellego hidden and continued my clandestine interactions with Irel smoothly.

    "So don't complicate things and cooperate willingly."

    After all, it would also benefit them.

    "It would surely be unwise to place hope in a half-wit when you don't have much time left, right?"

    The Biharin was already crumbling.

    Before this world completely vanished, they had to break free from the shackles and find a way to depart.

    'Penetrating Temoria's barrier with messeo, too, was a result of seeking that method, besides linking it to places like a gate.'

    Having learned about their circumstances through the research records, I wasn't in a hurry despite the prolonged silence from Irel.

    "... Release this first."

    I wasn't surprised when I heard those words either.

    I lightly weaved Mana to cut the ropes binding Irel.

    She scowled as she rubbed her arms.

    Then casting a wary glance at me, she turned around.

    As soon as she saw her now-empty lab, she flinched and shuddered.

    "You, you...! What happened to all of my research?!"

    "Of course, I took it with me."

    Though feigning nonchalance, I observed her response attentively.
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    "Peeking at someone else's research results indiscriminately, are you out of your mind?! Hand it over now!"

    Irel had been agitated upon realizing that I had looked at her research data.

    Was it simply the discomfort of having her research results stolen by someone else?

    Or perhaps it was because there was something in there that I wasn't supposed to see.

    I kept my gaze fixed on Irel and spoke leisurely.

    "Try taking it if you can."

    There was no way one could penetrate the pocket dimension made by the gods.

    "For your information, the pocket dimension we have is destroyed when the bonded subject dies."

    If a player died, the items in the inventory could never be retrieved.

    When I pointed this out, Irel trembled all over with rage.

    "You, you, uncultured...!"

    I couldn't hide my smirk at the words she uttered at that moment.

    "Then should I show etiquette to you?"

    In a relationship where both were keen on using each other, what duty was there to keep?

    I had no intention of indulging Irel, who was wasting time by nitpicking irrelevant details.

    So, I activated the restraint device again.

    "Aaaaah!"

    Irel screamed and crumbled.

    "Move quickly. Don't waste my precious time."

    I nudged Irel, who was writhing on the floor, with my foot to urge her.

    This time, I had activated it at a warning level, so Irel didn't lose consciousness.

    As I brought out mana as if to activate the restraint device once more, Irel staggered to her feet.

    She looked humiliated, her face flushed red, trembling all over her body.

    But for now, she moved according to my instructions.

    I carefully observed Irel. Thanks to that, I quickly noticed.

    She wasn't moving with any special purpose.

    She was bringing various things and laying them out on the table.

    'That's a research record from five years ago.'

    I couldn't not know by looking at it.

    'She's stalling for time.'

    The circumstantial evidence increasingly began morphing into certainty.

    But this was not enough.

    I stood up from my seat to gain clearer confidence.

    The divine canopy that hid us collapsed as soon as I moved, but I didn't mind.

    The conversation that needed to be hidden was already over.

    I silently approached Irel from behind.

    I handed her a bundle of thick parchment just as she reached for a shelf taller than herself, saying,

    "You don't particularly need any other method, do you?"

    As soon as I posed the question, I could feel Irel's heartbeat pause momentarily.

    Like a beast holding its breath at the moment of crisis.

    "You just need to be able to wield divinity, right?"

    Irel's shoulders began trembling finely, visibly showing the fear she felt.

    Her reaction allowed me to solidify the suspicions I had been harboring into absolute certainty.

    At the moment of having an unyielding and perfect assurance that brooked no objections,

    "Do you think divinity is a power someone like you can handle so easily... kuhak!"

    I reached out without a moment's hesitation.

    "Kuugh, kuh...!"

    Blood dripped, drop by drop, from the hand that had pierced through Irel's chest.

    It became clear that inheriting divinity alone could break the shackles.

    Hence, there was no reason to let a capable mage live.

    There was no need for a grand battle to eliminate Irel.

    A grand heroic tale widely spreading my story was also unnecessary.

    'Let the dog have such things.'

    Killing someone from behind might be a stigma to some.

    But to me, it was merely a satisfying achievement.

    Maximizing efficiency with minimal effort.

    What was the issue if it seemed cowardly and pathetic?

    It might as well be the most excellent result.

    I pulled out my hand that had pierced Irel's heart.

    Even at the sight of blood pouring out with a splattering sound, I felt no particular emotion.

    'It ended somewhat blandly.'

    Still, releasing Irel in the past had been a remarkable choice in hindsight.

    Thanks to it, I had found the nest of the mages.

    'Though I hadn't released Irel expecting this.'

    In retrospect, it turned out to be an extraordinary success.

    Wiping Irel's blood off, I spoke.

    "System, start the next main scenario."

    After my low voice faded, silence lingered for a moment.

    Perhaps the system was trying to figure out what conversations Irel and I had had.

    But even with such pondering, it wouldn't know I was preparing to strike from behind.

    'Even if it knew, what could it do?'

    Just as I needed the Damned System, the System also needed me.

    Until this war was over, we were in a grudged symbiotic relationship.

    As anticipated.

    「The trait capitalism is activated.」

    「The system transitions to a support mode. Support target player: Kang Hyunwoo.」

    「A new main scenario is being added.」

    MISSION

    「Main Scenario Act 2 Scenario 1: Bloody Revenge」

    You have discovered the stronghold of the significant enemy forces invading Earth and the mages who betrayed the demi-human alliance.

    Players are requested to infiltrate the stronghold and annihilate the enemy forces.

    * You can gain Attribute Mana Stones from mages who die during this battle.

    * Enter through the main scenario mission area to participate. (View exclusive mission)

    「Rewards」

    Participation Reward: Choose one from below.

    * Mana 5000, reputation 250

    * Attribute Mana 2500, reputation 500

    Ranking Reward: Distributed according to the ranking displayed below (1~? rank).

    * Store free coupon

    * Random box(X?)

    * Achievement 20000

    The achievements, whose use was still unknown, increased by a hundred times beyond regular mana or attribute mana, tenfold compared to usual.

    'And it also added a special drop feature for Attribute Mana Stones against Biharin instead of monsters.'

    To add this main scenario, I had to give the system more divinity.

    But I had no regrets. This mission would make the players stronger.

    '32 hours left until the update removing the auction feature.'

    Before that, gather a substantial amount of Attribute Mana Stones to boost the player's power and weaken the mages' capabilities.

    'Before freeing the shackles of Biharin, remove as many potential threats as possible.'

    While I was catching my breath, having reviewed my plan constantly, participant indicators began appearing atop the mission window.

    「Number of Participants: 75,138」

    「Number of Participants: 159,887」

    「Number of Participants: 547,332」

    「Number of Participants: 891,513」

    ........

    Numbers began to soar steeply.

    Even at this moment, as I calmly watched the mission window, the numbers kept increasing.

    The numbers appeared to represent those who aligned with my intentions, which made me feel somewhat emotional, perhaps.

    'Calm down.'

    The time had come to repay the grudge felt that day when they dared to trample on the land where my family lived and stained it with blood.

    I couldn't afford to make mistakes by failing to control even a single emotion.

    I took a deep breath to suppress any agitation.

    Just then, the player's preemptive attack commenced.

    'Experience that damned feeling of being ambushed, you too.'

    With cold eyes, I watched the birth of new deaths unfold.

    * * *

    For a player to enter Bihar, two methods existed.

    One was to use the regular gate created by the system to enter Romole.

    This had the disadvantage of consuming time while moving to the corrupted area.

    However, it was safe upon entry, leaving the beginning and end of the hunt to the player's discretion.

    If it felt dangerous, one could stop hunting at any time.

    Usually, the retreat path toward the forward base was secured first, making it possible to withdraw safely.

    After the gate opened, the player mortality rate dropped to a quarter of what it had been.

    'On the other hand, the second method had completely different pros and cons.'

    When directly entering the corrupted area through a Hole, unlike entering through a gate, risks existed.

    Monsters might be encountered upon entry.

    The possibility was high to drop in the middle, deep inside, rather than on the outskirts of the corrupted area.

    As a result, securing a retreat path was nearly impossible.

    Without destroying the messeo, returning to Earth was also not possible.

    So, few players entered the mission area directly after the gate had opened.

    I, too, rarely thought about directly entering the mission area.

    Then I saw it.

    Mages carrying the messeo embedded in their bodies.

    After seeing that, one thought kept recurring nearly every day.

    'Can't we also move the messeo to create a mission area at a desired location?'

    At first, there was neither the time nor the luxury to confirm it, so it was continually postponed.

    Upon meeting Dennis and discovering the mages' nest, the story changed.

    I picked up some 1 or 2-star messeo scattered in the corrupted area, just in case.

    I tried putting it in a spatial pocket purchased through an auction.

    'And it fit inside.'

    It wouldn't go in a player's inventory.

    But it would fit into the spatial magic tool made by Biharin.

    Even though I couldn't precisely understand why, it became clear that this could be utilized.

    From that point on, I began to plan with the system.

    To destroy the artificial island created by the mages and eradicate the mages gathered there.

    A considerable contribution to that plan was made by Rice Cake.

    While I searched through the magic tower, Rice Cake made laps around the artificial island with a spatial pocket hanging from its neck.

    In the process, it pulled out the messeo I had packed into the spatial pocket and scattered them here and there.

    Thanks to that, at the moment, scenario 1 of Act 2 of the main scenario had begun.

    Players scattered across various regions could enter the mission area through the messeo.

    'Effectively, this artificial island became a mission area.'

    Things had proceeded according to my plan up to this point.

    And likely, things wouldn't deviate too much from this point onward either.

    "Wow."

    Bang! Boom!

    The tower shook as though an earthquake, accompanied by enormous explosions, proving the facts.

    As soon as the explosions erupted, a blaring, warning sound also began.

    Hearing the noise inside the tower clearly, Dennis must be moving as well.

    After moving Irel's body to the corner, I approached the window.

    The screams coming from all directions were quite explicit.

    In contrast to the four towers protected by defensive magic,

    the comparatively lower buildings between the towers were collapsing one by one.

    'They must have prepared with all their might.'

    This seemed to be beyond preparation; it was as though they were grinding their teeth, given the situation.

    'How many did they bring in?'

    I couldn't help but click my tongue watching the ongoing explosions near the tower.

    The origin of those explosions wasn't magic but bombs.

    Not having expertise in this area, I couldn't discern what was what.

    'The sound of them exploding isn't ordinary.'

    How much mana they must have poured in for today alone, it was unimaginable.

    But there was no other choice.

    'No matter how strong we become, we're still counterfeit.'

    Could they attack the nest of authentic mages with magic at the forefront?

    'Casting area magics would only get disarmed, wouldn't it?'

    Hence, the preparation for this mission proceeded nearly on a national level.

    The entry missions were fully allocated in advance.

    Aside from that, solo players were led under the command of association officials entering the same mission area.

    While I gathered my thoughts, the first bombardment ended.

    Those who couldn't magically respond to this surprise attack were likely dead.

    Now it was time to kill as many survivors as possible.

    'Should I start moving too?'

    Just as I finished checking my gear and turned around, a marble the size of my head located in the corner of the lab began to light up.

    'That is...'

    A voice transmission magic tool, the most expensive of those, if I remember correctly.

    I think I heard there were only about 300 of them in Biharin?

    During my stay in the Bennet estate, I got to see Rashar using it a few times.

    Thanks to that, I knew how to use the tool.

    "We're under attack! Lady Irel, the outsiders have invaded! Currently, other mages are gathering at the top floor of Tower 2 for concentrated bombardment. Please hurry to join them!"

    After leaving only what they wanted to say, the voice cut off abruptly.

    Consequently, the light from the marble also disappeared.

    "Hmm."

    Having inadvertently learned of the enemy's movements, a smile spread across my lips.

    "The top floor, huh?"

    Graciously, the mages in the tower were gathering at one spot.

    Being in the position of a guest, it would be polite to drop by and greet them.

    Just like the time when the monster allies of them crawled to the Gangnam area where I was.

    'Since they said they were assembling, let's wait a bit before.'

    To make a greeting, it's best and cleanest to do so when everyone is gathered together.
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    On the artificial island, four towers were constructed specifically for mages.

    All these towers relentlessly unleashed various magics at the invaders.

    Magic circles installed in each of the towers were activated.

    Adding to the chaos, mages gathered on the top floors continued to cast attack magics without pause.

    At the 3 o'clock direction, ice storms swept through; rocks rose up from the 7 o'clock direction, overturning the area, and the 10 o'clock direction was filled with fiery whirlwinds spreading flames in all directions.

    On this relatively narrow piece of land, indeed, all kinds of chaos erupted.

    Yet, visually stunning as it was, it failed to inflict substantial damage on the invaders.

    "Raise the barrier! Show them the power of the tanks!"

    "Maintain formation!"

    "This is the moment we've saved this skill for, you bastards!"

    The defensive formation created by players affiliated with Temoria, spearheaded by shields, managed to effectively counter the magic attacks.

    Upon realizing the mages' counterattack, they quickly organized their formation.

    The golden wall constructed by hundreds of gold-rank tankers was incredibly sturdy.

    The wide-area magics released by 3rd and 4th-grade mages were not sufficient to break it.

    Had the mages combined their strength to unleash more overwhelming power, the outcome might have been different.

    "What are you doing there?!"

    "Fire attribute mages, move now!"

    "Get out of the way!"

    "Is this what you call using magic?!"

    "What does it matter? Stop interfering!"

    Cooperation was a word scarcely found among the research mages gathered on the top floor of the second tower.

    This was expected.

    Mages had lived long, believing in their superiority.

    For them, personal advancement and achievements were of utmost importance, not collaboration or consideration for others, and certainly not humility towards their own skills.

    Finding a mage with these virtues was as challenging as finding a needle in a desert.

    Moreover, their lack of experience was evident.

    Having long enjoyed superior status and privileges, they had never experienced an attack of this sort, nor had they ever trained to deal with such situations.

    Their individualistic nature caused them to find other mages' magical methods irritating.

    This led to a vicious cycle, where they returned to doing everything solo.

    In addition, quite a few mages had not yet arrived.

    "Where is Irel? When is Irel coming?!"

    Among them was Irel, the vice-tower master who should have been organizing the mages in the tower master's absence.

    Without a superior present to command them, there was confusion and chaos.

    'With the situation in shambles like this!'

    She still hadn't arrived.

    She must be buried in her study, lost in experiments.

    What a damned self-centered mage!

    In that moment, Robbins, who momentarily forgot he was equally arrogant as Irel, couldn't hold back his frustration any longer and shouted.

    "Go and drag her here if you have to!"

    "Yes, yes, sir!"

    Robbins' disciple quickly ran down the stairs in response.

    However, moments later, the disciple came shooting back up.

    Or rather, just the head of the disciple flew up.

    Tracing the trajectory of the head revealed a fountain of blood, the most definitive proof that the mage's head and body had been severed.

    Robbins froze in place at witnessing this.

    At that moment, an unfamiliar mana, previously undetected by any detection magic, swiftly began to encroach upon the vicinity.

    Mages who had been shooting at the exterior wall with magic froze in unison.

    But before they could even turn their bodies around, red threads of mana coiled around the necks of about a hundred mages in the room.

    Swick.

    A sharp yet soft sound tickled their ears.

    Splat.

    Red blood once again spurted into the air.

    With a thud.

    Dozens of heads that should have remained attached to their bodies fell to the ground.

    As the red mana materialized, it became clear the mages couldn't protect their necks.

    The scene revealed many truths, swiftly grasped by Robbins, who shouted.

    "It's a Dominator! Establish a safe area!"

    Upon comprehending the situation, the mages turned their focus inward rather than outward.

    However, some, upon hearing the word 'Dominator', immediately fled the tower without a glance back.

    They escaped, choosing to save their own lives.

    'Those, those bastards!'

    Briefly grinding his teeth at the sight, Robbins turned to look at someone calmly ascending the stairs.

    It was time to concentrate on the immediate threat rather than wasting time catching those who had fled.

    The figure who had abruptly attacked them was a burly man.

    Clad in black outfit, black pants, black chest armor, and between his black hair, golden eyes stood out.

    A symbol floating above his head signified he was an outsider.

    Bearing in mind his mana domination ability, it likely was the outsider who had allegedly snuck a look at Irel's records.

    'Even if he dominates mana, how did he enter the magic tower?'

    Various magical formations were installed to protect the exterior of all magic towers.

    While they operated, no unauthorized outsider could enter the tower.

    Considering the huge mana circulating within the tower, it seemed the protective magical formations were still functioning properly.

    Yet, despite this, the outsider had entered the tower. How?

    'Is there an insider?'

    'Or perhaps he possesses an item embodying special powers.'

    'I can't engage in battle with him behind me. I need to handle him first.'

    The mages assembled on the top floor each mused over the outsider.

    Meanwhile, the outsider, who had severed the heads of dozens, went on to scrutinize the mages present.

    "Ninety-two."

    Before they could ponder what he meant, numerous magics converged on him.

    Water-type mages launched a preemptive attack.

    'He's electric-type.'

    Fundamentally, his mana was tilted towards the fire attribute.

    Even at a high-rank, one couldn't ignore elemental dominance.

    The water-type mages naturally assumed the forefront, capitalizing on their elemental advantage.

    Thus, the air filled with magics solely targeting the outsider.

    However, the outsider lightly sprang up, evading the magics.

    "Did you think I'd miss?"

    Some mages quickly adjusted the direction of their magics.

    It wasn't the best choice. The magics targeting the outsider shattered.

    Among them, four vomited blood due to the rebound of breaking magics.

    Six managed to avert the shock by releasing their mana prematurely.

    "Ugh!"

    Seven mages couldn't evade the throwing daggers the outsider cast and had their heads pierced.

    "Eighty-five."

    Shortly afterward, the outsider again uttered another mystifying number.

    But instead of dwelling on his words, the mages' attention shifted to the ground.

    Crackle-!

    Sparks rose from the newcomer's feet and branched out like a spider web in all directions.

    'Lightning Prison!'

    A magic akin to a pitfall trap, it suggested an area difficult to escape unaided.

    While it didn't possess lethal power, akin to burning flowers, it could paralyze limbs.

    Yet, depending on the implementer's skill, it could expand endlessly, posing a threat.

    The worst-case scenario was if this was his primary mana.

    'Damn it! The domination is too unyielding to dismantle!'

    To counter him, they needed someone of Irel's caliber or equivalent strength.

    Unfortunately, Irel was one of those strong enough, yet she still hadn't shown up.

    'What could possibly be keeping her from coming?!'

    Consequently, there was no preemptive countermeasure for this magic.

    The only solution was to endure the manifested magic.

    One had to employ equivalent-grade magic to shield themselves.

    Which meant, without a Level 5 mana inscribed in one's Mana Accumulation Tool, avoiding the Lightning Prison was impossible.

    "Aaah!"

    "Ugh! Please save us!"

    Unsurprisingly, a fair number of mages collapsed under the Lightning Prison.

    Trembling in paralysis, ensnared by red mana, they disintegrated inches apart.

    "Fifty-seven."

    Again, the number repeated.

    Mages who withstood the Lightning Prison realized the digits denoted their dwindling count.

    Worse still, a few couldn't refrain from retaliating irrationally.

    "You're audacious!"

    "I'll make you beg for your life!"

    The fire-attribute mages were particularly brash.

    Would they cower before a fake created by divine entities?

    They harnessed their talent in fire to press the outsider aggressively.

    Fire arrows and spears, flame spheres causing massive explosions, even blazing pillars—

    the top floor was suddenly saturated with fire magic.

    Alarmed, mages of other attributes protested loudly against the senseless display.

    "You fools!"

    "E-Escape! Run away!"

    Why cast fire before an electric-type possessed of mana domination?

    It was absolutely the wrong move.

    Manifesting this, the outsider's Flame Strike grew exponentially, engulfing the surrounding flames.

    Those without a Level 5 mana tool began burning alive in the blaze's blooms.

    A few, positioned near the exterior wall, jumped out to momentarily keep alive but,

    Thunk, thunk.

    "Cough!"

    They didn't evade the flying spears thrown by the outsider.

    Leaping out of the tower, each was intercepted in turn in the blink of an eye.

    "Eleven."

    Remaining mages sent their best magics at the outsider, but none reached him.

    "Urgh!"

    The evasive target moved with a swift unpredictability rendering him unattainable to the eye.

    Most hadn't even seen the outsider's movement.

    "Guh!"

    Yet, mages invariably collapsed at spots where he seemed to have passed.

    "Nine."

    From over a hundred mages, the number dwindled to just nine in mere minutes.

    Watching colleagues crumble with their chests punctured, fear imbued in Robbins' eyes.

    He sensed imminently how close death could be upon him.

    "Five."

    The number shrank constantly, exacerbating the terror.

    In a way, it allowed understanding of Irel's warning in the past.

    Irel had emphatically advocated for evacuation and preemptive strikes, her expressions, and tone echoing vividly in memory.

    - We must eliminate them before they grow stronger!

    - It's time to invade their base!

    The forward invasion to Earth had been hastened by that reasoning.

    Hyunwoo hadn't specifically chosen the mage's stronghold knowing that but had indeed chosen a fitting target for retaliation.

    Though Robbins wasn't aware, he certainly recalled mocking Irel back then.

    'She exaggerates merely because she was utterly defeated.'

    Such was his disdainful disparagement back then.

    Having experienced it firsthand, understanding dawned today.

    'An artificially created superior being under divine protection.'

    Even the fiercest beast isn't daunting unless grown.

    However, a predator surviving to maturity amidst enemies turns sovereign of the forest.

    That's what this outsider embodied most aptly.

    An anomaly between a knight and a mage in unripe state, but grown mature, he became an anomaly, both a mage and knight.

    This monster claimed the lives of hundreds of mages, and soon Robbins would deposit his life as well.

    Unable to endure rising horror, Robbins broke into cold sweat.

    Amidst a world ablaze, a murmuring voice reached him.

    "One."

    What followed was all Robbins absorbed thereafter—a spear encased in intense sparks approached within sight.

    It was the final scene he remembered.
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    There were fewer mages inside the tower than I had initially thought.

    Compared to the throngs of tens of thousands of mages crowded in the closest third tower, the number was indeed small.

    'Is it because there's no need to be here unless you're researching?'

    As I ascended from the lower floors, I had managed to kill quite a few who were heading to the top.

    By the time I reached the summit of the tallest tower, around a hundred were gathered there.

    "Whew."

    I felt a bit tense when I saw more than a hundred blue dots on the map.

    It was my first time fighting so many mages at once.

    Of course, my tension was ultimately meaningless.

    I hadn't even been on the top floor for long before I nullified the last one's magic and pierced his heart.

    If I had to compare the difficulty, facing Irel alone was more pressing.

    Her interlinked magic wasn't a joke, and she possessed mana equivalent to mine.

    The mages I had dealt with just now had a fast implementation speed too.

    'They weren't impossible to handle.'

    With the increased expertise in Mana Domination while being at the Platinum rank, the battles felt more relaxed.

    Thanks to repeated training, breaking through them became noticeably easier.

    This allowed me to try out new magic while scouring the Alder Momen forest.

    'Its visible power isn't as impressive as Flame Strike.'

    But I liked its special effect, paralysis.

    Originally, I used mana by spreading it through the ground, but it felt significantly lacking compared to complete magic.

    'I especially realized this when I faced a nemesis-rank that came over to Seoul.'

    Despite my high-rank mana, it didn't inflict significant damage on it.

    Thus, I searched for magic with a similar form or an effect that could restrain it.

    Finding the array for the "Lightning Prison" in an advanced magic book, I picked it up.

    "Indeed, it's more potent when cast as magic rather than raw mana."

    I collected the attribute mana stones left by the mages with a light heart.

    Then I approached the part of the outer wall where the mages had been lined up before my arrival.

    The top floor was not completely sealed off; rather, it had openings at intervals, resembling an observation deck.

    "It would be better like this if they intended to unleash magic outward."

    There was even an expanded vision magic circle laid out.

    "This is... a modification of water mirror magic."

    The more I knew, the more I could see.

    I manipulated the magic circle that acted like a telescope to magnify distant objects.

    As a result, I could vividly observe the scene outside the magic tower.

    'The players led by Lily are at 10 o'clock.'

    In the 7 o'clock direction, players from the Asian region, and at 3 o'clock, players from the European and African regions led by Ethan, had gathered.

    All three forces were in a situation where they were blocking the deluge of magic using the traits of tanks affiliated with Temoria.

    At this moment, it seemed there was no problem, but the traits had a time limit.

    Its duration only increased with each promotion to Bronze rank, silver rank, and Gold rank.

    "It's not like real authority with infinite usage."

    They had to break free from their defensive stance before their trait's duration ran out.

    "Hmm..."

    How should I assist them?

    Pondering deeply, I turned to look inside the magic tower.

    Not only attack magic of all sorts, but even support magic for supporting mages who bombarded from here.

    The top floor of the magic tower was lavishly decorated with various magic circles.

    The proof was the message I received the moment I set foot on this top floor.

    「The effect of the Mana Amplification Circle is applied.」

    It seemed to nearly double the mana in effect.

    Thanks to this, I had no worry when using Lightning Prison and Flame Strike.

    'Although it has now fallen into my hands.'

    Originally, a magic tower could be considered the safest cradle and most perfect support for those who wield magic.

    'And I know how to use magic.'

    The fact didn't change just because of overexertion from a knockoff.

    Thus, I decided to make the most of it.

    ***

    Ethan's brow furrowed as he took in the situation.

    After the first bombardment, the magic raining down became immensely powerful as they approached near the magic tower.

    For now, players affiliated with Temoria were holding them off.

    "We can't just keep holding out like this."

    He had to find a breakthrough.

    But how on earth could they overcome this situation?

    No matter how much magic the players unleashed, it couldn't reach the tower.

    The defensive magic surrounding the tower was too robust.

    The mages who were their target remained safely within, not stepping out even a single step.

    If their numbers couldn't be reduced, coming this far held no meaning.

    How could he break through this clogged situation?

    He spent quite some time racking his brains before finally receiving a timely message.

    -K: Move a little away from the nearby third tower. Or enhance the tank line.

    It was a message from K, who had entered the second tower.

    'He must be up to something.'

    Though the explanation wasn't detailed, K was not someone who acted without thought.

    Surely, he had figured out a way to break through this predicament and was ready to carry it out.

    The prior notice was likely given because he worried others might be harmed by his method.

    'Though his actions often seem rough and strong, he's a kind-hearted person inside.'

    Ethan trusted K's path, which always pointed the way for players to follow.

    Reflecting on his past actions, it was always a series of choices aimed at saving more people.

    Thus, he decided to follow along quietly with no questions or doubts.

    -Ethan Rembrandt: I'll get there personally.

    -K: You haven't used your trait yet?

    -Ethan Rembrandt: No, there hasn't been much cause to lead the charge while commanding.

    -K: Great, there might be a situation where you'll have to use your authority, so be prepared.

    -Ethan Rembrandt: Yes!

    As Ethan swiftly changed positions and joined the tank line, the message continued.

    -K: Oh, I can see you.

    -K: I'm not sure about the effects, but hold on tight just in case.

    Although he was curious about where K was watching from and what he was planning, Ethan focused on holding steady as instructed.

    He figured K would explain once it was all over.

    It was right after he used his trait.

    Flash.

    Something sparkled from the second tower where K was supposed to be.

    The mysterious light shot towards the third tower, stopping abruptly as though blocked by something invisible.

    It resembled a white beam sword or perhaps it was more apt to compare it to the light of a lighthouse at night.

    As the light continued, a translucent blue barrier near the third tower started shimmering.

    This shimmering intensified over time.

    'What is that?'

    Had K learned some new magic?

    Just as a question mark formed in Ethan's mind, there was another flash.

    A vortex formed in the area where the light touched.

    The blue barrier began to be sucked rapidly towards it.

    Ethan didn't fully grasp the situation, but what he saw was quite straightforward.

    "The defensive magic on the third tower..."

    Was disappearing.

    The movements of the mages conducting bombardments from the upper levels of the third tower became frantic, confirming it wasn't an illusion.

    "------!"

    "---! ---- --!"

    The mages at the top seemed to be shouting something desperately.

    At that point, the vortex growing strong enough to absorb most of the blue barrier began to suck in with even more force.

    "Eek, what's this?! It's pushing us!"

    "Damn it! It's too heavy!"

    "Hold on! Don't let the frontline collapse!"

    From the third tower, a massive shockwave erupted.

    The instant Ethan saw the tank line being pushed as one, he used the authority he received as a main scenario reward.

    Even though a more sturdy and perfect barrier formed, it couldn't completely block the shock.

    Many among the Bronze and Silver ranks were unable to withstand the shock and fell back.

    Fortunately, it wasn't serious damage.

    Even if severe damage had occurred, there wouldn't have been time to look back.

    By then, the defensive magic forming a vortex in the third tower had completely disappeared.

    The magic from the second tower, which had abruptly stopped, began flying towards the third tower.

    Originally, nothing should have affected the defensive magic set up in the magic tower.

    However, the story changed because the mysterious light had erased the defensive magic.

    Boom! Boom!

    The massive explosion and flame engulfed the third tower as the side of the tower burst, debris flowing down.

    Yet the magic pouring from the second tower did not diminish even a bit.

    As a result,

    "Oh, oooh!"

    "It's toppling!"

    "Brace for the impact!"

    The third tower began to tilt and collapse to one side.

    To witness the spectacle of the tower, which had remained impenetrable to the players' magic, collapsing entirely.

    Even the mages, who hadn't thought to leave the magic tower, leapt out from the top floor in a panic.

    Ethan stood with his lips half open, staring at the scene unfolding in front of him.

    "Haha..."

    Truly, it was hard to suppress a dry laugh.

    "He really is something."

    As Ethan recovered from the shock, Hyunwoo sent the same light shooting toward the fourth tower.

    A few minutes later, the same method began attacking the second tower from the first tower.

    It seemed that they judged that it was better to destroy it since it had fallen into enemy hands.

    By then, the mages who survived the collapse of the third tower and the players led by Ethan were in a close fight.

    "They're gathering!"

    "Scatter them before they can team up!"

    The mages emerging from the debris, perhaps sensing urgency, began to gather in one place.

    It was their bravest decision to respond to the crisis in their own way.

    But unfortunately, the timing wasn't good for them.

    -K: One big shot?

    "Yes!"

    Only after answering did Ethan realize he had responded in haste with his voice.

    He quickly typed a reply and pulled the players back.

    Moments later, a gigantic meteor about 5 meters in diameter descended from the sky.

    It was the appearance of a 5th-rank wide-area attack magic that required tens, or even hundreds, of thousands of units of mana for implementation.

    -K: Don't let the small fry escape.

    It certainly was a scorching hunt.

    ***

    A magic circle is a technology that completes the array automatically when mana is injected.

    To actually make it possible, various materials and preparations are needed, but once it's made, even non-mages can activate it through a Mana Accumulation Tool.

    "In other words, automatic magic?"

    This could be seen as the civilization of Biharin that advanced exponentially in pursuit of the popularization and convenience of magic in the past.

    In fact, the magic circle was fairly simplified to allow even low-level mages to use it.

    "The basic principle is simple."

    Usually, it's arranged in a letter form to substitute the array of mana.

    If one knows the arrangement of the letters, deciphering the magic that can be implemented with magic circles isn't difficult.

    And I have been steadily studying those letters for the past year.

    "Though I'm not capable of making them myself."

    Deciphering already existing ones is within my capacity.

    Thanks to that, I could find a suitable magic.

    "It twists and breaks the barrier... "

    With this, it should be possible to impact the defensive magic protecting the magic tower.

    Fortunately, there is plenty of 6-star Mana Accumulation Tool containing Space attribute mana.

    "The mana amplification effect applies to Mana Accumulation Tools as well."

    Thus, I gave it a try.

    "Whew."

    The result, needless to say, was a resounding success.

    A magic tower without its defensive magic is nothing more than a heap of bricks.

    Though a few dangerous weapons like a Flame Thrower are attached.

    "At least the unbreakable option is shattered, isn't it?"

    By consecutively triggering the magic circle requiring flame attribute mana, the structure quickly crumbled.

    Just as I destroyed the third tower and turned my eyes toward the fourth, several minutes went by.

    "Damn."

    The first tower began using the same tactic to assault the second tower.

    "Just a bit slower than I thought."

    They were slightly late.

    When I reached the top floor, some mages had already fled outside.

    Given that I had plainly attacked the third tower earlier, realizing that the second tower had fallen into our hands wasn't difficult.

    Even still, why they acted only after the third tower collapsed is clear.
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    'It must have been a shame to destroy it with their own hands.'

    Just a brief glance told me that an enormous amount of labor had gone into building this tower.

    Therefore, they must have initially considered the possibility of reclaiming it.

    'They probably also assumed that we, as outsiders, wouldn't be able to handle the Magic Tower properly.'

    In reality, mages often referred to players with derogatory terms like mutants or fakes.

    The fundamental mindset was to disdain us.

    But unfortunately for them.

    'Among the fakes, I have quite a decent skill.'

    Having taken over the second tower, I probably changed their minds with my adept usage of the magic circle.

    Reclaiming it seemed less important than conceding the disadvantage of just leaving it there.

    'It can't be helped.'

    Though it was a bit regrettable, it wasn't a significant issue even if the Magic Tower collapsed.

    For me, the Magic Tower was not something precious or worth cherishing.

    Everything here was just a key enemy facility to be destroyed upon leaving.

    There was nothing better if they destroyed it on their own without using any of my power.

    'Still, let's try to stall for a bit longer.'

    I wanted all defensive magic removed before withdrawing.

    The absence or presence of defensive magic would significantly alter the difficulty of the remaining battles.

    I kept a close eye on the defensive magic of the second tower, which had begun to collapse in earnest.

    I had to gauge how long it could hold out.

    After a few minutes, another gigantic shockwave swept all around.

    The defensive magic of the fourth tower, which was being attacked by the second tower, collapsed.

    I then immediately targeted the first tower.

    However, the defensive magic of the second tower collapsed first.

    Following that, mana surged almost simultaneously from the first and fourth towers.

    'They've decided to utterly pulverize it.'

    Mocking in solitude, I closely monitored the two kinds of magic that were rapidly completed.

    One was the meteor magic I had used moments ago for supporting fire towards Ethan, and the other seemed to be of the wind attribute.

    As much as I appreciated their effort to match the attributes, I couldn't help but think,

    'You've wasted your mana on useless things.'

    With a light laugh, I glanced to the side.

    -K: Hurry up and give it to me.

    -Kj: Taking it back after giving is just... ugh.

    Despite the repeated urging, Kim Yul grumbled but promptly used the gifting function to hand over the item.

    Thanks to him, I managed to hold onto the Owl's companion just in time, and I stored the two types of area magic flying towards the second tower in the artifact.

    'Should I at least express some gratitude?'

    After all, I had enhanced my strength thanks to them.

    It felt proper to drop by and convey my thanks at least once.

    A fifth-rank magic was worth as much.

    Among players, there were not many who possessed fifth-rank mana.

    Moreover, it wasn't a time when people could casually afford magic worth billions in the shops.

    I returned the dagger to Kim Yul with an added message.

    -K: If you use it quickly and pass it back, I'll refill it.

    -Kj: Amazing lololol Was wondering what you were up to, and you fill the empty slots not legit funny.

    The magic, which had vanished moments ago, sprung up again from where Kim Yul was likely to be.

    As a result, the entrance of the fourth tower completely flew away.

    The time it took to get the dagger back to my hand was barely about 30 seconds.

    After stealing and returning the magic a couple of times, offensive magics stopped flying at me.

    Of course, they weren't just idly sitting around and taking it either.

    They found where the missing magic re-emerged and moved to intercept.

    Because the magic attack was focused on Kim Yul, he kept stealing it and reusing it that way.

    I no longer told Kim Yul to pass the dagger to me.

    I had already accomplished everything I wanted to.

    Boom!

    Finally, I managed to destroy the defensive magic of the first tower.

    Having captured one magic tower and removing the defensive magic of the other three was something I prided myself on as a remarkable achievement.

    'No wonder they say a single loach can muddy the water.'

    After another shockwave exploded, I activated a few more attack magic circles.

    'I've done enough that they should be able to handle the rest.'

    I withdrew from the second tower and dashed through the air.

    Simultaneously, I took out Reitan's compass from my inventory.

    'Direction: 4 o'clock.'

    While there was nothing in sight now, a message had clearly popped up when I arrived at the second tower.

    「The trait Inheritance Candidate is activated.」

    「There is a divinity that can be seized within a 500m radius.」

    Thanks to the trait that had grown to a sprout, the perception range had expanded.

    Because of this, an arrow indicating the location of the divinity appeared on one corner of my vision.

    Although it disappeared soon after the players began their attack,

    'Still, as it's the only successful experimental subject, it won't leave the island of its own accord.'

    That being the case, temporarily distancing oneself wasn't a serious issue.

    After dealing with urgent matters, chasing it down would suffice.

    I dashed in the direction pointed by Reitan's compass briefly.

    「The trait Inheritance Candidate is activated.」

    「There is a divinity that can be seized within a 500m radius.」

    Once again, a message appeared, and an arrow showed up.

    Staring at the steadfast arrow pointing in a single direction, for some reason, it felt as if the Damned System was urging me.

    Hurry up and go there; plunder the divinity.

    I crinkled my brow at the peculiar sensation, but nonetheless, hastened my steps.

    "Wow... how much is all this?"

    "Stacked up like crazy."

    "These madmen... likely had no use for it anyway, but why so much?"

    While explosions echoed from all directions, there were some who headed to unexpected places away from the battlefield.

    "Rather than standing around and chatting, fill up your inventory, idiots."

    They were players taking advantage of the chaos to rob the mages' treasures.

    They were six in number.

    They emptied any inventory holding random items and hurried towards the gold and silver.

    "So, James, how did you find out about this place?"

    Even as they spoke, they asked James, who had led them here.

    To which James, wearing a haggard expression, glanced back at the one who questioned him and said,

    "Why do you need to know?"

    His cold reply caused an unpleasant twitch at the corners of the questioner's mouth.

    However, caring little for that, James began to coldly pack the gold and jewels into his inventory.

    "If you tagged along like leeches, pack your share and leave; don't talk to me pointlessly."

    "You...!"

    As his words dripped with thorough disregard and contempt, the other started to yell.

    Nevertheless,

    "Ha ha ha! What does it matter how he knew!"

    "Yeah, yeah! Just take your share and let's leave!"

    Others intervened to prevent a quarrel from breaking out between the two.

    "Haha, finally I'm rich!"

    "Let's live lavishly!"

    "Let's take this loot to Gemal, I hear the black market is bigger there."

    "I've heard they run slave auctions too; wanna check it out?"

    "What about meeting on Earth?"

    "I agree! If we're going to party, returning to Earth is better. This place sucks."

    "Damn, I can't go back; I'm wanted."

    "You think you're the only one? I'm wanted by Interpol too."

    "Use Invisibility magic stones, you blockhead."

    Their cheerful chatter filled the storage room as they excitedly filled their inventories.

    But it wasn't long before it subsided.

    The ground rumbled with a loud 'Boom,' momentarily halting their conversation.

    "Damn, they're tearing it up over there."

    Though they were startled when players first crowded in, by now, they felt like applauding the player who had found the island and stormed it.

    The raid had even drawn the mages, who had been monitoring them, off to the top floor.

    Taking advantage of that, James was the first to exit the second tower.

    The other five, gauging the situation, followed him.

    Though no one had explicitly mentioned it, all six shared the same goal.

    To rob the mages' wealth and escape the island.

    There was no guilt over leaving the mages they'd lived with for over half a year.

    'They're the ones who double-crossed us first.'

    The mages had initially proposed that they research the outsider's power.

    The compensation they offered was rather tempting.

    It was an offer any modern person dreaming of effortless success would be drawn to.

    Had they known the promise included death, they wouldn't have agreed.

    Once they learned everything, they tried to escape, but it was a futile endeavor.

    Every escape attempt ended in failure.

    Though they made hasty attempts to seek rescue from the association, whatever was done by the mages rendered communication and website usage impossible.

    Wherever they went, the mages' surveillance followed.

    'I can't just die like a lab frog here.'

    Each day was nerve-wrenching.

    Of those who had been taken by the mages, only one returned alive: James, who had guided them here.

    He occasionally strutted around, declaring he was a messenger of god.

    Until one day, he began coughing up blood with a pale complexion.

    On days he was separately summoned by the mages, he resisted with near-convulsions.

    Each time, the mages mercilessly subdued and took him.

    The sight was akin to a beast being dragged to the slaughter.

    The five who decided to follow James did so for that exact reason.

    'That guy would surely want to leave here more than anyone.'

    He'd know more than they did, in any case.

    To escape during the chaos, following James seemed the best choice.

    It turned out to be a wise decision.

    They were able to stash away a nice loot before leaving.

    "That last one was heavy. An area magic, maybe?"

    "Probably that. Let's hurry before we get caught in it."

    "How do we get out of here? Wouldn't it be wise to plan that first?"

    "Can't we just use teleportation stones?"

    "You idiot, you can't jump between the island interior and exterior."

    "James, what's your plan?"

    "What plan? We need to get past the outer barrier..."

    "Wow, almost left without knowing about such a treasure trove."

    They simultaneously froze when the black-clad Asian man walked into the storage.

    Looking up at the symbol on his head, it was clear he was a player like them.

    With not many players left on the island, they typically knew each other by face.

    This man was undoubtedly new.

    Which meant only one thing.

    'A player from the island raid.'

    Why he'd come here instead of the raging battle was unclear.

    "I've been spending money all over recently, felt like my back might just snap."

    As if chatting with long-standing friends,

    "Thanks to you, I've dodged bankruptcy."

    The man leisurely sauntered into the treasure vault, continuing to speak.

    It was then that they realized something.

    'James...'

    The man's gaze was fixated on James from start to finish as if he had specifically sought him out.

    The sudden thought that occurred was that,

    'Does this guy have a grudge against him?'

    'Did he track him down after spotting him?'

    'If that's the case, just handing James over would suffice, right?'

    'No need to get involved in someone else's business. Let's get out of here.'

    'Even if it's a bit regrettable, what we've got should set us up comfortably.'

    Exchanging glances, the five quietly crept away from James.

    Watching them, James let out a sigh of disbelief.

    Regardless,

    "You seem to have some business with him, so we'll step aside."

    "We've gathered enough; you can have the rest."

    "With your need for money, this is your jackpot."

    When they began to step aside, a voice came from the stranger armed with a spear.

    "Where do you think you're going? I have no intention of letting you leave."

    His relaxed tone sounded ominous.

    Blue sparks began to crackle from the spear he was holding.

    "Wait a minute!"

    "We didn't want to be here!"

    "That's right, we were tricked!"

    "Can't you tell? We were about to escape amidst the chaos!"

    "What's the problem? We're leaving some for you, too!"

    Despite their frantic pleas and raised equipment, it was futile.

    "I'm not remotely interested in your excuses."

    With a sinister smile, the man slashed through them mercilessly with his spear.
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    It was not difficult to kill the players inside the vault.

    Though they had all been promoted to Gold rank, they were merely empty shells inside.

    The mana they wielded wasn't gathered by their own power.

    Through the records left on their corpses, I saw mages handing over monsters to them.

    "Irel thought increasing a player's rank would boost the experiment's success chance."

    In other words, the players here had only been repeatedly killing half-dead monsters to raise their ranks without actual combat.

    Naturally, their combat skills were at rock bottom.

    "Well, thanks to that, I managed to fill up my mana quite nicely, so it's not all bad."

    I already knew some players had defected to the enemy.

    Whether by their own will or not, it didn't matter.

    "I'm no saint to care for those who flit to whichever side suits them."

    Pushing away the familiar stench of red blood that never became comfortable despite how many I killed, I let out a sniff through my nose.

    "Cough, argh...!"

    Just then, the guy I had impaled with my spear coughed fiercely.

    Brown hair, height around 170cm — the symbol of Palao.

    He was a player I had seen in Irel's records in the past.

    Although he appeared a bit more haggard than the image I remembered, I could still recognize him.

    Even then, I looked at his face a bit more closely.

    For some reason, his blood-soaked face seemed familiar.

    "Aha."

    No surprise, as I kept staring at his face, a forgotten memory surfaced.

    "Isn't this the guy who picked a fight with me back then?"

    There was one guy who spread rumors within the Order of Palao, talking about discrimination and mentioning Rashar's actions.

    I remembered beating him badly back then.

    "It seems my warning wasn't helpful for you back then."

    "K-K...!"

    Perhaps due to my voice or the electric-type mana, he instantly recognized me even without my magic tools.

    Not that it would change anything.

    「Would you like to seize the divinity? (Y/N)」

    Gripping his throat, I pressed the YES button.

    "Heek!"

    He let out a grotesque sound and twisted his body.

    At the same time, I felt the divinity accumulating within me.

    "There's nothing particularly different."

    Whether when I completed trials and obtained divinity, absorbed divinity in Santorna, or right now, it all felt essentially the same.

    After seizing the divinity.

    'Dead already.'

    I tossed aside the limp body of the player.

    'There's no message about absorbing status.'

    That meant the player didn't know how to use divinity, only store it.

    Just like I was before my status began to sprout.

    Reflecting on that similarity, I was amazed anew.

    "A mere human without status or divinity created something like this."

    Irel truly seemed to be a genius.

    It was wise to eliminate her before she created something even more dangerous.

    Securing the divinity, I shoved the vault filled with gold and silver into my inventory.

    Planning to buy some expansion packs with the mana gained this time, to stockpile as much as possible.

    "Protoram's funds will soon reach a critical level."

    It was time to make an additional investment.

    I summoned some of Lily's people to hand over part of the funds for the association's operating expenses.

    After collecting ample spoils, I once again moved to a different place.

    I planned to support Lily's faction at Tower 1, where the concentration of mages was highest.

    "Especially since purification is due."

    What a perfect situation to stage, wasn't it?

    It seemed like a perfect opportunity to practice purification amidst combat.

    I promptly activated a trait as I hurried back to the battlefield.

    「The Alpha declares his domain!」

    The purification trait, which had leveled up again since the last disaster, covered a range of 500 meters.

    Seeing myself grow stronger and evolve with each battle.

    "I'll sweep them all away."

    With extra strength in my steps as I tread the void.

    * * *

    In combat, blood will inevitably splatter.

    Because of that, players were generally used to the smell of blood.

    Moreover, many carried the scent all over them.

    "Once it sticks, it's hard to get rid of, so there's nothing I can do."

    It was a whole different level than ordinary food odors.

    No matter how much you wash, the fishy smell hovers around, leaving a trace.

    Especially to me, red blood's smell was exceptionally jarring.

    Due to the Slayer effect, the Damned System had inconveniently bestowed upon me.

    Perhaps that was why I couldn't ease my scrunched-up expression throughout the fight.

    Even with Mana Domination, it's practically impossible to eliminate or block all the blood flying around the battlefield.

    I had no choice but to wield my spear, stained with blood.

    As I swung it for quite a while, I muttered, noticing an oddity.

    "... Not a single one."

    Players around, receiving purification, glanced at me, perhaps from the absurdity of my statement.

    Of course, I had no intention of explaining anything to them.

    "No blood mages around."

    I had heard that the relationship between mages and blood mages was unfavorable.

    However, didn't Irel conduct research based on blood magic?

    I thought there would be blood mages assisting her studies.

    Despite moving around to purify, I couldn't find a single one.

    It seemed like they had separate bases.

    "I wanted to wipe them out as well."

    But it wasn't in the cards today.

    "Tch."

    I clicked my tongue in annoyance, causing the players around me to flinch as a group.

    They even stole glances, observing me cautiously.

    Ignoring their gazes, I intercepted incoming magic from the front.

    Launching a spear, I pierced the newly materializing prey.

    Though it was unsettling to be surrounded by unfamiliar players, what could I do with all the effects of my cloak artifact used up?

    "I'll just have to endure it."

    Tower 4 had already been partially destroyed due to the wide-area attack Yul had casted.

    "Tower 1 is still intact."

    Yet, more than half the mages gathered there were reduced.

    In light of these utterly one-sided outcomes, they were only natural.

    "While it's true that mages have superior skills compared to players."

    No matter how, physical constraints like troop differences can't be ignored.

    "There are a staggering 1.3 million players camped outside the tower."

    Whereas, it's estimated there are only about 200,000 mages on the island.

    With the defensive magic dispelled, it's a battle we cannot lose.

    "Once we're done here, only the Tower Masters and the mages who left remain."

    Those in the war would likely possess greater skills.

    But reducing the overall count is undoubtedly a noteworthy achievement.

    Seeing the prospect of a clear victory, I sharpened my skills even further and thrust my spear into the ground.

    Crack.

    Lightning burst from the earth and raced forward.

    Soon, it reached a spot teeming with mages and spread wide.

    "Kyaaaa!"

    With my mana sufficiently restored, I used the Lightning Prison once again.

    Players nearby didn't miss the opportunity I created.

    As if prearranged, they struck the paralyzed targets with various weapons.

    Each time, mages fell mercilessly.

    The acrid smell of burning flesh and hair was overlaid with the pungent odor of blood, prominent in the air.

    Even covered in red rather than black blood, there was no feeling of guilt whatsoever.

    I merely found the fishy scent unpleasant.

    It didn't affect my spear thrusts one bit.

    Kill, and kill, again and again.

    It was a mission intended as a blitz from the start.

    Following instructions from the association, players poured out their firepower without considering a long-term battle.

    Thanks to this, the blue dots marked on the island had reduced by more than 70%.

    Right before a flawless victory.

    I suddenly withdrew my spear and looked up at the sky.

    I wasn't the only one; several prominent gold-rank players and familiar frontrunners were fixing their eyes on the sky.

    The chat window of Club 249 was in a frenzy.

    And rightly so, as the mana pulse sensed in the sky was unusual.

    "Considering the flow and density, it looks like a 5th-grade magic."

    One of extensive scope capable of enveloping the entire sky.

    "That magnitude probably requires about a million mana."

    With all four magic towers toppled, the only possibly capable entity was a Tower Master-level mage.

    'I'm told the Tower Masters on the mage's side are roughly on par with Gretman.'

    It wasn't only among knights that champions bound their mana entirely.

    There were those among mages who succeeded in mana domination.

    'Purely in terms of skill, we might be at a disadvantage.'

    It'd be wise to avoid a head-on confrontation.

    Fortunately, they wouldn't drop a wide-scale attack suddenly from above.

    After all, surviving mages and players were still chaotically entwined.

    "We'll retreat in the meantime."

    It seemed Lily and the association were of the same opinion.

    「Title: Retreat(1) _ Author: Lily

    Content: Hello, players. I am Lily Evans, the Director of the Player Association.

    While progressing through Act 2, scene 1, we have detected a wide-range magic of danger. We will enforce mandatory recall for all players.

    The lack of cooperation in evacuating players may feel uncomfortable, but it was a decision to save a greater number of people.

    I hope for your understanding with a generous heart.」

    -Comments are not allowed on this post.

    Almost instantly after she posted, the players surrounding me vanished in white light.

    The messeo, which was used for entry, had been destroyed.

    "There's no need to go back the way we painstakingly carved out."

    Even from the mission's inception, those in charge of messeos were waiting at the island's perimeter.

    For the safety of player withdrawal from Biharin in case of emergencies.

    It was a retreat plan leveraging the downside of entering Biharin through the Hole.

    There are still some blue dots left on the map, but.

    'Well, they'll die soon anyways.'

    The resolve to eliminate every mage wasn't just idle talk.

    I came prepared with thorough arrangements to fulfill that promise.

    -Kj: We'll head out first!

    -Pudding: Don't overdo it too much.

    After my party members also retreated, I turned to look at Lily standing afar.

    She nodded as soon as our eyes met.

    Thus I raced, setting mana beneath my feet through the air.

    Unlike others, I had entered through a gate and come here on my own feet.

    So, leaving that way was my responsibility.

    To secure the next phase of the plan, I needed to get as far away as possible.

    Upon leaving the site, Rice Cake established a connection.

    "Direction at 12 o'clock."

    I sped toward where Rice Cake was.

    Spotting the barking pup, I swiftly snatched it up using mana.

    Shouldering the pouch it held in its mouth, I increased my pace.

    -K: I think we can start.

    -Lily: Not until you are sufficiently safe.

    -K: I've made it far enough. Remaining here longer might lose us the chance.

    Due to the sudden disappearance of players, the wide-area magic swirling in the sky had calmed, but.

    Leaving Lily exposed there was dangerous.

    Pointing this out led Lily to a decision after a brief silence.

    -Lily: Alright. Prepare for impact.

    Even as we exchanged messages, I sped further onwards, glancing back momentarily.

    One second, two seconds, three.

    A colossal explosion unfurled, seeming to tear the sky apart.

    To counter the shock, I poured out abundant mana.

    "Hup!"

    Red mana surged, supporting beneath my feet.

    As I resisted the shock, the brilliant light engulfed everything momentarily before fading.

    What appeared first afterward was a mushroom cloud, previously only seen in documentaries or photos.
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    "......"

    I stood silent before the calamity human beings had created.

    Even with the power that far exceeded human limits, the shock was intensely real.

    'Terrifying.'

    I had anticipated the aftermath would be significant, but witnessing it firsthand was different.

    'Still, the effect is undeniable.'

    There were no coal or gunpowder in Biharin.

    Due to the presence of magic, science hadn't developed, and they relied on wood and oil to light fires.

    For this reason, there was no magic to block bombs.

    The reason the first shelling at the start of the main scenario was with bombs and not magic was precisely because of this.

    And the finale also utilized the most brutal massacre weapon created by modern science.

    Surely, on Earth, due to the problem of nuclear fallout, no one would dare think of using it.

    But in Biharin, which was on the verge of destruction, it was a different story.

    The explosion's aftermath caused the island to break into pieces and start collapsing.

    Watching this scene, I sent a message to report the situation.

    -K: It exploded successfully. The island is collapsing.z

    - Lily: Thank goodness. I was worried what would happen if the item costing 30 billion didn't work.

    I almost shuddered at that staggering figure as well.

    'With 30 billion, we could have recruited three Platinum ranks......'

    The opportunity cost of this choice was considerable.

    Yet, it was worth every penny.

    I stood there, silently watching the distant mushroom cloud.

    It was an outcome created by the contributions of all players.

    'Even I contributed a fair amount.'

    I watched the artificial island disintegrate and fall for a long time.

    And only after the island's debris was no longer visible did I turn away.

    Thus, the first scene of the second act in the main scenario ended with Earth's victory.

    * * *

    I returned to Earth a few days after the main scenario concluded.

    It was because I had to deal with the consequences involving fairies.

    'It would've been pointless to rescue them if they got captured again.'

    The uneasy feeling was a secondary concern.

    Although the main scenario had significantly weakened the mages' power, it hadn't completely eradicated them.

    There were still those who were conscripted, including leader-level entities and black mages.

    Thus, I couldn't leave the fairies unattended in the corrupted areas.

    For this reason, I gathered all those whose locations were detected through Dennis.

    Fortunately, most of them hadn't been able to leave the Alder Momens Forest.

    Afterwards, I stashed them at our party's base in Habon.

    'They will remain calm if they don't want to be hunted as traitors in the middle of Habon.'

    Thus, after handling the fairies with some measure of isolation, I returned to Earth five days later.

    During those five days, the 5th round of selection and updates proceeded as scheduled.

    'Or should I call it a downgrade?'

    The community had disappeared, the inventory vanished, and the auction function was no longer usable.

    The most inconvenient change was the inability to use the chat function.

    'I'll have to adapt.'

    To communicate, I only needed to be patient for a short while.

    We could form a communication network with electronic devices on Earth.

    I heard the online network was already set up.

    There exists a license issued by the association once a player registers.

    With that license, one could sign up for the players-only website.

    'I should sign up and start posting guides.'

    Under normal circumstances, one must personally go to have the status window verified to receive the license.

    However, I could skip this procedure.

    Yang Haewon had managed all the procedures on my behalf and sent me the license when the gifting function was still available.

    Turning on my phone, I checked Yang Haewon's message among the piled-up notifications.

    Attached was a link to the player-exclusive website 'Guardian'.

    'The naming is quite direct.'

    To be honest, it sounded a bit corny and cheesy.

    But in the grand scheme, it wasn't bad.

    I signed up for the site after a few verifications.

    Then, I copied and pasted the contents of the 'Damned System' I had organized and posted it.

    Finally, I lightly donned a baseball cap and exited Jonghun's lab.

    "Kang Hyunwoo has returned."

    At that moment, I heard my name in the hospital corridor.

    Turning my head slightly, I saw a man standing at a distance that was neither too close nor too far.

    As soon as he caught my gaze, he dropped his eyes.

    I looked at him quietly and resumed walking.

    'It isn't pleasant.'

    It was natural for the government to try to pinpoint my whereabouts.

    I had, indeed, told Yang Jochul the location of the gate myself.

    I informed them with the condition that security should be thorough without having to scout.

    'It seems there aren't any journalists yet.'

    Seeing the effort on their side, there seemed no need to poke the beehive.

    I decided to ignore the agent near the gate.

    Instead, I dialed a saved number on my cellphone.

    'Let's appease Jinwoo.'

    Because Jinwoo, who was more reserved than Yeonwoo in expressing emotions, probably fretted quite a bit, I called him first.

    「The number you have reached is currently powered off.......」

    "He's not picking up......"

    It wasn't a school class time since it was Saturday.

    'Neither is it academy class time.'

    Maybe they were in the library?

    Thinking Yeonwoo might be with him, I tried calling Yeonwoo.

    「The number you have reached is currently powered off......」

    The same situation repeated, weighing my heart with a foreboding sense.

    Could something have happened to my family during the days the community function was closed?

    'No way.'

    If it had, Yang Jochul would have left a message.

    I checked my brimful messenger, but there was no such message.

    'The watchperson I passed moments ago had no mention of it.'

    I struggled to suppress my anxious heart, calling another number.

    「Yes, I picked up.」

    It was Jaehyuk who answered after a short ring.

    「Are you just getting back? You're a bit late? Other players returned right away last week.」

    "I had some affairs to settle."

    「...... Are you hurt?』

    "Not a scratch. By the way, the kids' phones are all off; did anything happen?''

    「Happen, there was.」

    My eyebrows twitched unconsciously.

    Wondering just what happened, I was about to ask hastily when—

    "Hey? It's K."

    I heard a familiar word from the side.

    Did they recognize me? Should I have worn a mask too when I came out?

    Feeling a bit embarrassed about stealthily pressing my hat down when it was already pointless, I noticed no one recognized me.

    "I saw that."

    "Real-time video ranked number 1, right?"

    Only after hearing those mysterious exchanges did I notice the strangeness.

    People waiting for the eight-lane signal were all looking at the same place, engaging in conversation.

    They were looking at the electronic display board of the building across the street.

    Monochrome footage was playing on that screen.

    Judging by its quality and angle, it looked just like a typical surveillance CCTV found on streets everywhere.

    Upon watching it, a peculiar sense of déjà vu flooded over me.

    'What is that?'

    The strangely familiar back of someone running down a rather familiar alley in the footage.

    'Where have I seen that?'

    Barely had I tilted my head in curiosity when captions appeared on the videotape.

    「Granny!」

    The problematic footage segued into a scene filmed from another angle.

    On screen were two men.

    A burly man and an older lady.

    Next to the older lady was a handcart filled with scrap paper.

    By then, I recognized what it was and felt more bewildered.

    'Why is that playing there......?'

    As the man in the video turned his back to the grandmother and lowered himself, I grew more puzzled.

    The footage showed the man galloping off, both the elderly lady on his back and gripping the handcart piled with scrap papers.

    "........"

    I stood dumbfounded, rendered speechless.

    In the meantime, a clearer, colored video clip began playing.

    The man in the footage saved a child from an abductor wielding a knife.

    Awkwardly smiling, he received a certificate of commendation, kneeling to converse eye-to-eye with the child who brought a bouquet.

    Then came the disaster footage, referred to as a week of nightmare, that depicted the battle I engaged in.

    If one considered a helicopter-borne film crew had captured it, the constant shake made sense, though distinguishing its form wasn't hard.

    Captions typically seen in news bulletins scrolled below.

    「Player official ranking number one, K.」

    I unconsciously blurted out at that moment.

    "Ranking......?"

    Did something like that exist among players? Since when?

    Despite my bewilderment, the footage continued.

    A video clip capturing me during a press conference.

    「Please do not forget that players are working hard to protect their homeland.」

    And interviews from people in my past reminiscing about me.

    「He was someone who seemed bound to succeed in anything.」

    「The school environment was really great when Hyunwoo was around. He couldn't stand bullying or discrimination......」

    「He always took the lead, was responsible, academically excellent, and had a promising future.」

    Everything was being bombarded my way.

    I stood there, slightly dumbfounded, watching the display.

    "......?"

    Then, as if an oddly familiar face had flitted by, I lowered my eyes.

    "What on earth is that......"

    I hadn't seen wrong. A bus that just passed by had a massive banner with my face plastered on it, paired with a statement as breathtakingly surprising as it was absurd.

    「Guardian of Korea, Hero of the Nation K!」

    "Hero?"

    But it wasn't exclusive to the display screen or the bus.

    On the smartphone screen of the person next to me, there was also an image of me.

    "A very nice young man."

    "That, you know, they say he's the strongest in the world?"

    "They said Korea's unusually low damage was thanks to K?"

    I seemed to pop up even in the conversations of passing strangers.

    Everything was plastered with K, so much so that it left me at a loss as to why I hadn't noticed sooner.

    'Sure, I did say they could use my name.'

    But I imagined the government utilizing my name to suit their communication rather than to this extreme.

    In press conferences confronting journalists, or in diplomatic negotiations where there might be friction with other countries.

    I intended for them to use the value of my name or presence to smoothly handle affairs, not to manufacture me into a propaganda item plastered everywhere, both near and far.

    「Kheuk, khuek... ha-ha, ahem. Did you see the bus advertisement?」

    As I stood frozen in bewilderment, Jaehyuk's voice reached my ears.

    「It's filled with your stories, right? The kids turned off their phones because of it too.」

    "Pardon?"

    「My dad and I are currently blocking strange numbers due to the hospital work. But we're planning to switch numbers soon.」

    My mood sharpened momentarily.

    I had explicitly insisted to Yang Jochul that our family's personal information should be shielded.

    If that pact wasn't honored, I had no reason to tolerate the absurd spectacle I was witnessing.

    Fortunately, the situation hadn't reached the worst scenario.

    「It didn't spread publicly, ironically. Somehow, photos or names aren't being mentioned. It's just seeping through curious people on SNS.」

    Only then did my sharp mood mellow out.

    As I relaxed and reassessed the conversation, I began understanding the situation.

    Due to certain persistent journalists and suspicious individuals, it seems they turned their phones off out of annoyance.

    'To be exact, it was probably because of the latter.'

    Somehow, someone managed to procure the twins and the Seo family's SNS and extracted personal information, incessantly bombarding them with calls and messages without respite.

    「Yang Jochul said the fuss will simmer down in a week or two, so we're just waiting out the storm for now.」

    "......."

    「They are even managing our comings and goings quite conveniently, letting my old man and me commute smoothly for now.」

    Consequently, the twins resigned from their part-time jobs.

    At this very moment, they would likely be in a library with restricted access to outsiders.

    Even after attaching National Intelligence Service agents, some journalists were still lurking, leaving no other option.

    It was something I had anticipated when deciding to make my personal information public.

    Yet, witnessing my loved ones being inconvenienced due to me left a bitter taste in my mouth.

    "It must have been cumbersome. I'm......"

    「If you know this much, treat this big brother well.」

    Before I could even apologize, Jaehyuk interrupted me.

    That interruption was undoubtedly Jaehyuk's effort to shield me from feeling responsible.

    A patronizing joke from me was all I could offer in return.

    "Yeah, should I offer you some gold coins?"

    「Have you made some? They say there tends to be a lot of unclaimed money where players roam?」

    "Not just some, you know."

    「Ooh ooh ooh.」

    With slightly lightened spirits, I continued the call.

    After relaying the necessary information and discussing a couple of consent issues, the all-too-brief call concluded.

    I surveyed my surroundings.

    On the display was a scene from a press conference led by Lily a few days ago.

    Advertisements on the bus were of varied sorts.

    The individuals watching footage about me or talking about me had already dispersed.

    They were no longer there but had certainly been.

    Once I calmed down, I could revisit these recollections more objectively.

    'This wasn't just a haphazard spread.'

    Bit by bit, they clearly bore a singular, underlying purpose.

    Realizing this, while my brain spun, trying to untangle it—

    'For now, let's visit the kids.'

    I deferred my ponderings and flagged a cab.

    My first stop was with the twins.

    There was much to discuss, but more importantly, I needed to show them that I returned safely.
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    With the changing times, UTube showed consistent growth.

    Although it had stumbled slightly with the emergence of other video platforms recently, it still maintained its strong position as a major platform.

    Recently, the most popular topic there was undoubtedly videos about 'Players'. Most of the videos in the trending section featured Players.

    These included analyses of the clauses discussed by associations and governments worldwide, predictions about future global changes, and combat footage of Players recorded during the past week's calamities.

    Videos summarized the backgrounds, current levels, and influence these Players held in their respective countries.

    At present, UTube was filled with information about Players, among which some videos garnered hundreds of thousands, even millions of views right from their release.

    「K, from Gangnam's top 8 school districts?」

    「The eldest son of an elite family who became an orphan.」

    「Battle power tournament among famous Players, the unshakable No. 1, K.」

    「Reversal of rock-bottom life, the history of the world's strongest, K.」

    These were videos that mentioned or featured me, Hyunwoo.

    Even Kim Yul, watching right then, was viewing a video of K. It was filmed during the time was still using magic tools.

    "Hmm? This..."

    Upon seeing the familiar backdrop, Kim Yul muttered. If he wasn't mistaken, it was shot when a reporter and a cameraman had entered the barricaded area unauthorized.

    'How was this released?'

    He had clearly seen agents at the time confiscating the camera gear near the barricades.

    Upon checking the uploader, he realized it was the broadcasting company where the reporter, whom he had escorted out, worked.

    While Kim Yul tilted his head in confusion, the video continued playing. In the video, K coldly admonished civilians.

    "If you understood, get up and go back to the way you came..."

    However, before he could finish his words, a monster's corpse fell onto a nearby vehicle, and with that impact, a door flew off.

    Most viewers likely hadn't realized anything was amiss until everything had transpired.

    The moment the arm appeared on the screen was when he grabbed the door of the crushed vehicle.

    "Ooh!"

    Kim Yul marveled at the vividly captured urgent scene. He was curious why the National Intelligence Service released this video. Perhaps they found it too valuable to bury, given its quality?

    'The reporter and cameraman were already handed over to the prosecution.'

    It must have been the broadcasting company leveraging this for their gain. If the National Intelligence Service judged it would be beneficial, their tacit approval made sense.

    The video, uploaded less than two hours ago, had already seen a remarkable increase in views and likes.

    Joining this trend, Kim Yul shared the video link on his social media account.

    He then briefly scanned other popular videos again.

    "Wow, it's already at six billion?"

    When he checked the views of a video he had seen two days prior, Kim Yul's eyes widened. The video depicted K trampling down weeds sprouting under a utility pole.

    Out of curiosity, Kim Yul decided to watch it again. The video was likely from the early stages of the game, possibly during Beta testing.

    Captured from the characteristic CCTV angle, K was seen suddenly stopping in the midst of running.

    Then he approached the utility pole, pulled out the weeds, and trampled on them with his foot.

    Immediately, a number surfaced above his head.

    「+ 0.048」

    This was a visual enhancement for civilians who couldn't see the actual game system window.

    Perhaps due to this effect, the video K appeared in had received an exceptionally high number of likes.

    'Who would've thought it would reach billions of views already.'

    It was an incredible level of attention. With half surprise and half wonder, Kim Yul scrolled down the screen.

    "Ha-ha-ha!"

    Lying down and watching the video, Kim Yul burst into laughter suddenly. It was because of a comment left on the video.

    - Nogari: Gather dust like 'K'.

    He decided to capture the comment to show it to him once K returned.

    Around that time, while perusing popular videos again, Kim Yul discovered an unexpected title.

    「K in Real Life: A Visual Beast.」

    The video had been uploaded just 10 minutes ago.

    He hurriedly clicked on it, and surely enough, it was a video of K. He was standing on a street somewhere unrecognizable, leaping into the sky by treading on red smoke.

    'Is he back? Where is that anyway?'

    Navigating his messenger app, Kim Yul immediately messaged me.

    「YulYul: Where are you? Did you come back to Earth?」

    He waited for a while, but the number indicating the message reception did not disappear. Feeling determined, Kim Yul furiously typed away on his keyboard.

    「YulYul: Where are you?」

    「YulYul: Where are you?」

    「YulYul: Where are you?」

    「YulYul: Where are you?」

    If K's phone wasn't on silent mode, it would have been impossible for him to ignore it. To prove his point, the number below the message disappeared, and a call came through.

    - What are you pulling?

    "I was just saying hello to our dear absent party leader who returns without even a word."

    Answering in an annoying voice, Kim Yul quickly asked before I could reply.

    "What have you been up to? You know videos of you have popped up, right?"

    - Hah? Such...

    He muttered in a slightly annoyed voice, indicating his disdain for what Kim Yul said about his sightings.

    "You might want to get used to it. You're currently the hottest person not just in Korea, but worldwide."

    K would be followed by eyes and ears wherever he went.

    - Hot, my foot.

    Clearly unpleased by the situation, I clicked my tongue with a long sigh.

    - Am I the only one in the video?

    "Huh? Yeah, only you appeared... why, was someone else with you?"

    - My siblings.

    "Oh."

    Without a thought for the community, he went straight to see his family upon returning?

    'Even if the community is gone...'

    Wasn't K being too discriminatory? Feeling upset, Kim Yul pouted his lips. He quickly tried changing the subject, since he didn't intend to pry further about family matters.

    He didn't even need to come up with an idea, as K started speaking in advance.

    "You're at the residence?"

    - Yup, resting after morning hunting.

    "Then come over to the National Intelligence Service in ten minutes."

    "Huh?"

    - I'm heading there now. Just arranged a meeting with Squad Leader Yang Jochul a while ago.

    Surprised by K's unexpected words, Kim Yul jumped to his feet and questioned again.

    "You're on your way here? Why?"

    - Why else? I'm going to talk with the Commander.

    The proverb about a school dog reciting poetry after three years came to mind.

    Although Kim Yul hadn't been rolling under his guidance for a year, the accumulated experience wasn't insignificant.

    Thanks to that, he could somewhat discern the nuances of K's voice.

    According to his intuition, K's current tone was...

    'It seems like he's ready to pick a fight?'

    Contemplating how to make a notable statement, his mind raced.

    'Why is he calling me when he's going to confront Squad Leader Yang? Am I involved too? Did I do something wrong?'

    Frightened by his own questions, he recalled K's recent response.

    Right after being informed about his sightings, he had shown undisguised displeasure.

    'Might he be coming to bring it up?'

    He had said that choosing to use his face and name was an allowance.

    'Although I hadn't heard directly from Hyunwoo...'

    Facing the worst assumptions, a cold sweat trickled down his back.

    He had remained silent despite knowing Yang Jochul's intentions, to avoid any trouble.

    If he were accused of conspiring with Squad Leader Yang because of that...

    'I'm screwed.'

    Regardless of why K was upset, Kim Yul's explanation would have to be unequivocal about not intending harm.

    "So, um... not the residence building, but the main building of the National Intelligence Service, right?"

    - Yeah.

    "Got it!"

    With a tense expression throughout, Kim Yul quickly got up from his seat.

    Shortly thereafter, upon reaching the National Intelligence Service, he was baffled.

    Meeting K, after a few days apart, yielded a punch-sized leather pouch and sudden instructions.

    "What are you doing? I said go pack your stuff."

    Suddenly, why did he have to pack his belongings?

    Too flabbergasted to ask again, he only blinked.

    K furrowed his brow and continued.

    "Are you planning to stay here indefinitely?"

    "Uh..."

    Kim Yul uttered hesitatingly, at a loss for words.

    The National Intelligence Service hadn't issued any notice about closing the residences.

    However, most who were sent home had already left since the Player revelations had surfaced.

    The remaining ones were officially affiliated association members or those like Kim Yul who had nowhere to go.

    "Representative Kim Changhyun keeps reaching out because your living situation is uncertain. If I say a monster fighter took you in, it might hold them off. So for now, stay at my place."

    "Um... then what about Mr. Taeho?"

    "I've agreed with him to find a separate home."

    Im Namkyu, being younger than Kim Yul, would draw an odd picture if he followed them into a house where Yang Taeho and his wife lived alone.

    He further explained that Yang Taeho's focus would be taking Im Namkyu, so not to worry.

    "But your family is there, so for me to go..."

    "I've already talked to them on my way. It might be a bit cramped for everyone, but we plan to move soon, so bear with it for a month or two."

    Looking back, it was strange that Yang Taeho stayed at the residence.

    'He has a family, unlike me.'

    There was no need for him to stay at the accommodation, leaving his wife alone.

    Likely, he stayed with Kim Yul out of consideration for his situation.

    Realizing this insight on his way back, Kim Yul assessed it was K's way of looking out for him.

    ***

    Upon returning, I had tasked myself with contemplating a decision upon hearing of Kim Yul's birth father's contact.

    Currently on the verge of the Platinum rank, Kim Yul's abilities were undeniable, setting him apart even among over ten million Players.

    Still, despite his growth, it didn't seem right to return him to a possibly abusive home environment.

    Thus, I had consulted separately with Yang Taeho to arrive at a decision.

    'I was a bit surprised when he said he'd take Im Namkyu, but...'

    Their circumstances were somewhat similar, so there was no need to discourage them.

    Legal issues concerning minor residency were supposedly being managed smoothly by Squad Leader Yang Jochul.

    'This is why authority is convenient.'

    Parting with Kim Yul, he followed an agent's guidance to change locations.

    Eventually reaching a reception area with a sofa and table, Squad Leader Yang Jochul was already there, alleviating any wait.

    "Mr. Hyunwoo, welcome."

    We exchanged a handshake accompanied by cheerful expressions.

    "And Kim Yul?"

    "I sent him to pack his things."

    Having already discussed Kim Yul's lodging during a phone call, re-hashing it face-to-face seemed redundant.

    Deflecting the question smoothly, Squad Leader Yang then shifted his words accordingly.

    "Care to have some tea?"

    "Why not?"

    "With Kim Yul needing time to arrive, let's wait leisurely. Coffee, perhaps?"

    "Sounds good."

    No particular tension or awkwardness lingered as treats and tea were prepared.

    Though unmistakably tense, Squad Leader Yang Jochul maintained composure, avoiding prolonged silence.

    "By the way, you mentioned wanting to discuss something..."

    "Mind if I jump straight to it?"

    Squad Leader Yang, maintaining calmness, responded to my question.

    "Of course. Feel free."

    "Thank you for saying so."

    After taking a sip of the now pleasantly warm coffee, I began nonchalantly.

    "It's about the recent online proceedings concerning me."

    I mentioned offhand, seemingly trivial.

    "I don't plan to retract what I've said, but it feels a bit over the line..."

    The tension in Squad Leader Yang's heart escalated with every word I uttered.

    "Not wanting misunderstandings with the Commander, I thought it best to discuss it directly."

    "What exactly do you mean by that?"

    Despite his amplified tension, Squad Leader Yang posed his inquiry without showing it.

    No need for a dramatic pause. With the same demeanor entering the room, I began.

    "They've overly glorified me. Watching it made me curious."

    "In what way... exactly?"

    "Like being revered as a hero, only to be compelled into self-sacrifice —a crafty tactic, perhaps."

    Vocalizing the assumptions I had contemplated while witnessing scenes of myself and listening to stories had left Squad Leader Yang pale as a sheet.
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    Thump, thump, thump, thump.

    Squad Leader Yang Jochul's heart was beating almost as if it were part of a drum performance.

    'At this rate, his heart rate must be close to 180.'

    For a moment, I wondered if I had pushed him too hard.

    'It was something that needed to be done at least once.'

    Of course, I didn't intend to push him any further.

    So, I quietly averted my gaze and sipped my coffee with a slurp.

    I reflected on the current situation until Squad Leader Yang Jochul regained his composure.

    'The influence of the only Alpha at this moment is beyond imagination.'

    The changes that occurred in the past few days just because I was in Korea were proof of that.

    'For starters, global investment funds have flowed into the stock market.'

    In the actual market, the term "K Special" even emerged.

    Additionally, each country's political circles began to adopt a friendly attitude toward Korea in terms of diplomacy.

    'So far, it's not bad.'

    The media's response naturally changes somewhat depending on the stance of the regime.

    And currently, Korea's government was using "K" as a connection to present players with a positive image.

    Thanks to this, people were accepting the existence of players more easily and quickly.

    'The fact that public transportation is running already speaks volumes.'

    Korea's rate of social purification was among the fastest in the world.

    It's only natural for Squad Leader Yang Jochul to be nervous since I made a remark that seemed to doubt myself.

    'Of course, I don't really believe he acted with malintent.'

    He likely used me for the psychological stability of the people.

    Just as my sense of justice lies with my family, his probably lies with the nation and its people.

    'Turning me into some sort of celebrity...'

    I could view it as a side effect of taking advantage of the current era's culture too well.

    Various videos and press releases emphasized the friendliness of players rather than their dangers.

    The goal was to showcase good deeds over evil ones and build trust.

    Seeing that, today's warning would end here, just with words.

    At that moment, Squad Leader Yang Jochul, after a long silence, finally spoke up.

    "First, to clarify... there was no such intention. We just wanted to achieve social stability more quickly..."

    But I raised my hand to stop his words.

    "As I repeatedly said, I don't intend to take back what I said. Use my name, my face, and even my past if needed."

    If it was necessary to protect the land where my family and my people lived, there was no reason to hold back.

    "To be honest, from the results alone, I think you did a good job. You really highlighted the parts that would resonate with the public."

    I leisurely added, finishing the rest of my coffee.

    "The conversation we had today, let's just say it stemmed from a sense of worry, so just keep it in mind somewhere."

    Squad Leader Yang Jochul's complexion remained pale.

    I looked straight into his eyes and warned him.

    "You can take it as a request. Just a simple request not to wield me with some lofty pretext of serving the greater good."

    In the worst-case scenario, I considered the option of taking my family and immigrating to another country.

    It wouldn't be too difficult. Many places would want me.

    Making the government the enemy of the people in that process wouldn't be challenging.

    If necessary, I could claim through media play that I was leaving because they were trying to oppress and persecute me.

    "If you understand that what I wish to protect is not the country, but my family, we can get along pretty well."

    I conveyed my hope that they'd think it over before crossing any lines in the future.

    "I meant it as advice, given the help you've provided in the past and my hopes to continue getting along in the future... perhaps it was unnecessary meddling?"

    I asked in a neutral tone, and Squad Leader Yang Jochul, still tense, answered.

    "No, it was precisely the conversation needed at an appropriate time."

    "Thankfully."

    As the somewhat one-sided conversation ended, the sound of fast-approaching footsteps was heard.

    Sensing the familiar mana of Kim Yul, I stood up and spoke.

    "With Yul here, I should get going now."

    The stiff Squad Leader Yang Jochul hurriedly stood up to see me off.

    Later, I left the National Intelligence Service building with Kim Yul and picked up my phone.

    I firmly pressed a number saved a few days ago.

    After a brief ring...

    「Hyunwoo!」

    Park Hayoung answered.

    "How have you been?"

    「Of course. How could I not be in such a safe place?」

    According to Squad Leader Yang Jochul, her boyfriend, whom she was with during the disaster, had died.

    Although her voice seemed fine, I knew her insides were likely torn apart.

    'Then and now, she doesn't want to show weakness in front of others.'

    Recalling Park Hayoung from our school days, I stifled a wry smile.

    Meanwhile, Park Hayoung asked with curiosity.

    「By the way, when did you return? I just saw a sighting report about you. Did you see it?」

    A sigh almost bubbled up my throat.

    'That sighting report.'

    The overwhelming interest and attention focused on me weren't entirely welcome.

    But knowing it was something I had to endure, I suppressed it.

    「Are you okay? The casualties announced this time are many... the others were worried about you too.」

    "The others?"

    「Our classmates!」

    "Ah..."

    Come to think of it, unlike me, Park Hayoung was still in touch with our high school classmates.

    Hearing about them for the first time in a while, I got curious about how they were doing.

    However, the present required more focus on future matters than past connections.

    "Judging by what you're saying, everyone seems safe."

    「Yes, fortunately, no one was seriously hurt or killed.」

    "Let's catch up next time. For now, I actually wanted to talk to Reporter Park about work."

    「Uh?」

    "Would you consider working with me?"

    「Work, you say? What kind of work?」

    Kim Yul, who had been quietly following along during the call, tilted his head in curiosity.

    Since I had to explain to him anyway, I said exactly what I was thinking without hiding anything.

    "I plan to become a global big shot this time."

    For that, I needed a journalist to spread the news coming from my lips far and wide.

    * * *

    「Even if the refugee problem is serious, it's not exactly a new issue...」

    「Properly utilizing the justification of securing troops in exchange for accommodating families could persuade the media and citizens of each country...」

    「The selection of players is proportional to the population. Countries with smaller populations are structurally vulnerable to defense...」

    「Honestly, we want to welcome them with open arms...」

    「In case of a similar incident, we might have to abandon our territory immediately...」

    「However, the appearance of the Demi-humans could indeed cause...」

    「Afraid of the inevitable conflict, leaving things untouched...」

    「That's true. There are also obvious benefits to be gained from enduring the said conflict...」

    「Luckily, mana follows the character of its owner. Among the mages who haven't betrayed...」

    「Then perhaps...」

    I focused intently on the content of the audio file through my earphones.

    The file was delivered on a USB early this morning by a US diplomatic staff member.

    It was the recording of a council executive meeting that took place the day before.

    'Damned System observes me externally.'

    It can't confirm everything I directly feel and hear.

    Furthermore, it can't meticulously inspect the entire Earth.

    It has to run the function of "search" to confirm incidents occurring in various places.

    It even got attacked heavily by those outside regulations before.

    'Because of the aftermath, I had to back off for three consecutive days while the Damned System said it'd add a new scenario.'

    To try and communicate while the pager was off, I called the Damned System day and night for three straight days.

    Damned System currently doesn't have the capacity to scrutinize every little thing happening on Earth.

    Therefore, to hide something from it, conducting actions in places where I am not present is key.

    It's not a perfect plan, but it's the best measure possible right now.

    'I can conceal things to some extent.'

    Before it's too late, it's time to seriously discuss the relocation of the Biharin refugees.

    While there's a risk of exposure, actions must proceed.

    「The issue of accommodating Biharin forces and refugees should be formally discussed with governments through branch chiefs of each country.」

    「It will take quite some time.」

    「We have to hurry as much as possible.」

    「Isn't there a key issue we need to address before then?」

    Following that comment, the ongoing conversation through the earphones paused briefly.

    「Can they really come over?」

    I wasn't the only one to have experimented with Biharin people crossing gates or holes.

    No one here is unaware that Biharin people crossing over to Earth is impossible.

    Yet, discussions involving refugees and forces naturally led to a fundamental question.

    In my absence at the meeting, it was Lily who provided an answer.

    「It is possible.」

    Precisely speaking, it will be made possible.

    This is why busy movements occur both on Earth and in Bihar.

    Preparations for when the project succeeds are also concurrently being made.

    「Is that all there is? No evidence or further explanation?」

    「Won't it all be in vain if they can't come over?」

    「I am sure it is a better choice compared to having millions of refugees crossing over in an unprepared state.」

    Lily skillfully suppressed the opposition and proceeded with the meeting.

    The file's length was an unedited four hours in total.

    After verifying all the content, I jotted down a few sentences with an exhausted hand.

    I recorded issues mentioned during the meeting that I could address or adjust.

    Afterward, I closed the laptop and rubbed my eyes.

    'I'm tired.'

    This meeting was merely the initial planning stage for refugee accommodation.

    I wasn't even directly attending it. I just organized what I'd heard, yet felt this exhausted.

    With more things to consider in the future, I wondered how I'd endure.

    'Nonetheless, the groundwork is laid.'

    During the meeting, the reactions of branch managers from each country split into two main categories.

    The ones who complained about food supply issues because their player numbers were sufficient.

    And those who actively argued for immigration because they needed extra forces to protect their land.

    'Countries with high population densities like India or Egypt are the former, while nations like the US or Russia with low population density for their land size are the latter.'

    Likely, refugees from Bihar would cross over to the latter-nation groups.

    Alongside military forces sharing the same nationality.

    Frankly, this meeting took place because there was a need to secure additional forces despite taking on refugees.

    Had there been enough players, undoubtedly no one would have accepted refugees who were clear troublemakers.

    'I'm sickened by the behavior of weighing benefits and losses over human lives.'

    Yet, I wasn't much different.

    'Anyway, the discussion ended in the desired direction.'

    Now that the project aligned with my wishes, dismissing it because the reasons were unpleasant wasn't feasible.

    Despite the discomfort, I had to suppress my feelings and move on to the next task.

    As I began rubbing my temples to dispel the lingering headache.

    "Hyung, you're done?"

    Kim Yul, who had been with me since two days ago, cautiously opened the door and peered inside.

    "What about lunch? Should we order something?"

    At this point, a player who doesn't go out hunting isn't too different from being unemployed.

    Therefore, the only people at home during weekday lunchtimes were Kim Yul and me.

    We had to handle the meal together, but honestly, I had no appetite because of fatigue.

    However, it wasn't a good choice to skip meals just because I wasn't feeling well.

    So, I reluctantly got up and said.

    "Let's just eat whatever's in the house."

    "Okay!"

    While retrieving side dishes from the fridge as I left the room, Kim Yul prepared rice and soup.

    After having the first bite of our simple meal.

    "How's the person search I asked about going?"

    I checked on the progress of something I had instructed Kim Yul to do.
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    "Honestly, there are a lot of people."

    He showed me his smartphone screen and listed various details he had researched.

    "Since the profits generated are quite substantial, many people are entering the market. Look at the number of editors who have posted their portfolios."

    "Check out those who used to upload videos on their personal accounts too."

    "I was doing that already! I'm focusing on those with good quality content."

    Fortunately, the task I gave to Kim Yul wasn't urgent enough to require immediate action.

    So I wrapped it up with some brief advice.

    "Skill is fundamental, but eliminate anyone among the shortlisted who shows a lack of responsibility."

    "Yes."

    Kim Yul replied in his usual long-drawn manner, glancing around with his eyes, clearly wanting to ask something.

    Judging by his demeanor, it seemed related to what I had been working on recently.

    'I didn't feel the presence of the Damned System.'

    But just to be sure, I surrounded us with divinity to prevent eavesdropping.

    After evading the system's watchful eyes, I prompted Kim Yul to speak.

    "What are you curious about?"

    "Uh... ahem, it's about what you're preparing right now..."

    Kim Yul hesitantly poked at his food before cautiously asking.

    "Are you trying to help the Biharin people? To bring them to Earth?"

    In recent days, he spent the most time with me.

    It would be stranger if he hadn't noticed.

    There was no reason to hide it, so I nodded calmly.

    "That's one of the reasons."

    "So, are you bringing all of them here? Moving everyone would be a massive task... Wouldn't it be better to talk to the Order and ask for their cooperation? If you tell Rashar, she would help immediately."

    His anxiety grew upon hearing there was a way to save the Biharin people.

    Kim Yul, being a fellow gray person like me, naturally reacted this way.

    However, I couldn't answer his subsequent question and fell silent.

    Staring intently at the food before me, I let out a long sigh.

    Perhaps misunderstanding my silence, Kim Yul's voice quickened.

    "Do you want me to tell them if it's awkward for you to say it yourself? You and Rashar were on good terms. This could be an opportunity to reconcile..."

    "Stop."

    I interrupted before he could finish.

    "Act as if you don't know anything for now."

    Even after much contemplation, this seemed like the right decision.

    'I believed Irel had no more information, which is why she was eliminated.'

    But if there was something she didn't know...

    If inheriting Palao's divinity alone wasn't enough to lift the bindings...

    'I could still make a mistake.'

    If we set up an evacuation plan with such uncertainties and it all falls apart...

    'There's nothing more cruel than that.'

    Offering hope only to plunge them into despair wouldn't be different.

    Excitedly spreading vague possibilities was out of the question.

    Of course, that wasn't the only reason.

    'I need to push the Order into an extreme situation.'

    It was a decision made after considering many factors.

    Yet Kim Yul, seemingly unsettled by my decision, spoke again.

    "If you keep silent, when will we start the evacuation? There are billions of people, and..."

    "I'll prepare separately. Bihar's smaller towns without walls have already been annihilated. Refugees will naturally join the existing castles once the evacuation from the frontlines begins."

    "Do you think the frontlines will fall?"

    I responded by silently eating, conveying my answer without words.

    Not just the three reclaimed castles, but also the original frontlines, and even the fortresses further back.

    'They will be pushed back, step by step.'

    If the monsters decided to launch an all-out offensive, it was an inevitable outcome.

    And it was exactly what I wished for.

    "There will be significant damage..."

    "I'm aware."

    Despite the inevitable damage, I needed to brace myself and watch Bihar fall.

    For that, I had given various instructions to Lily.

    "In a few months, the Association will instruct us to withdraw from Bihar."

    Clang.

    The spoon in Kim Yul's hand clattered onto the table, making a clear sound.

    I pretended not to notice and spoke in an unchanged tone.

    "The gates will be closed. Not much will change. You can still hunt via missions."

    As I spoke, I felt my appetite drop further.

    Having eaten more than half a bowl, I decided it was enough.

    'I haven't entirely skipped a meal.'

    Having consumed the minimum required, my condition shouldn't worsen significantly.

    I put down my utensils and rinsed my mouth.

    In doing so, I tried to redirect my thoughts.

    At that moment, I glanced at the message window at the bottom of my view.

    The problematic message window was almost filled with a single sentence.

    「You indirectly contributed to increasing players' survival rates. Reputation increases by 0.3.」

    The number of people accessing the 'Damned System' via the homepage Guardian had reflected onto my reputation.

    Of course, the value wasn't particularly high.

    'There are tens of thousands who posted guiding articles before me.'

    Yet my guides had somehow gained traction, steadily increasing my reputation.

    I was likely the only one among tens of thousands of guide creators to have achieved such high view counts.

    'In the past two days alone, I gained about 120,000? 130,000 maybe.'

    I opened the status window for verification. The last recorded reputation was in the high 800,000s.

    'The store discount rate was a whopping 44%.'

    Thanks to this, I was procuring potions at significantly reduced prices.

    Curious to see how much my reputation had increased this time, I glanced at the bottom of the status window.

    Reputation: 999,998.6

    "Oh."

    The reputation almost reaching 1,000,000 greeted me.

    The reputation continued increasing by 0.3 even as I watched the status window.

    Finally, when the message appeared five more times—

    "Hmm?"

    Reputation: 1,000,000.1

    「Congratulations! You've reached a reputation of 1,000,000!」

    Something completely unexpected occurred.

    「A prerequisite has been met, opening the VIP Store.」

    「Would you like to enter the VIP Store? (Y/N)」

    Blink, blink.

    Eyeing the sudden system window, I pressed the yes button.

    「You are entering the VIP Store for the first time! Reputation increases by 1,000.」

    「As a first-time entry privilege, a double achievement increase benefit is provided.」

    Witnessing the unfolding scene left me speechless.

    「The VIP Store is an exclusive privilege provided only to players who have made significant contributions to the survival of humanity and victory in the war...」

    I barely noticed the information written at the top of the newly opened VIP store tab.

    After all, I was occupied admiring the products listed in the store tab.

    「Gate Relocation Usage Permit」

    「Helmet of Carica」

    「Magic Array Textbook by Salbarnaon」

    ....

    The VIP store was filled with legendary-grade relics that hadn't appeared before.

    And the shock didn't end there.

    Amidst the legendary-grade relics, there was an especially eye-catching item.

    A glass bottle the size of a fist, intricately carved, containing a golden liquid.

    With a vibrant image that seemed almost tangible, the words displayed were concise.

    「Divine Elixir」

    Although concise, the significance of those words was substantial.

    Gulp.

    Without realizing, I swallowed dry as I pressed the slot holding the Divine Elixir.

    An enlarged image opened with a new popup.

    「Divine Elixir」

    * Description: Unique

    * Explanation: A liquid evenly imbued with the divinity of the 7 Great Gods, in some sense, the closest thing to perfection.

    By eliminating imperfect elements, it holds the property to make everything perfect.

    Various diseases and congenital disabilities are classified as imperfect elements and eliminated, earning it the reputation as the ultimate panacea, or the perfect cure-all.

    * Price: 30,000 Achievement

    * Inventory: 3 Bottles

    In that moment, I uncovered the elusive usage of achievements.

    * * *

    The items for sale in the VIP store were by no means few.

    Apart from the Divine Elixir, there were legendary-grade weapons and armor.

    Several hundred Mana Accumulation Tools said to be lost in the war.

    Even gate usage permits and Transfer Application to the Order were available.

    The peculiarity of these items was that they were all at or above the unique grade.

    'I figured special grade relics were scarce in the field.'

    Turns out, this was why.

    As such, most items in the VIP store had a single stock.

    Meaning...

    'If I purchase it, no one else can.'

    Achievements were needed to purchase these items.

    Achievements could only be earned by closing Holes or completing Hidden Missions and Main Scenario Missions.

    'Only by joining the Order-specific missions can you earn more based on ranking.'

    Frankly, it's not a significant amount.

    Destroying and closing a 3-level, 1-star messeo earns just 5 achievements.

    '2-star earns 10, and a 3-star Hole earns 15...'

    It's a precise increment of 5 each time.

    The highest grade messeo identified so far was an 8-star.

    Destroying it and closing its Hole yielded 40 achievements.

    Without partaking in special missions, one must close 750 8-star messeo Holes to purchase a single bottle of Divine Elixir.

    Its excessively costly price couldn't be denied.

    'Though it's worth the value.'

    So I bought it. I left no stock behind.

    After reaping the double achievement benefit as the first entrant, my accumulated achievements stood at 242,554 exactly.

    Thanks to the extra achievements, I could procure three bottles of Divine Elixir and leisurely browse other items.

    'This is why it pays to be diligent.'

    The result of accumulating seemingly insignificant achievements consistently was rewarding.

    Since purchasing the Divine Elixir, I reveled in satisfaction.

    Admittedly, this remarkable success also raised several questions.

    'The limited stock suggests there really were only that many items in Bihar.'

    Perhaps chaos erupted in the Order headquarters due to the disappearance of the Divine Elixir.

    Regardless, I had no intention of returning it.

    'Previously, I heard the Order held two bottles of Divine Elixir.'

    Yet, the VIP store showed three bottles in stock.

    'The first apostle of Karlos engaged in creating Divine Elixirs.'

    If not, there wouldn't be an increase from two to three bottles.

    Extra lives wouldn't be a bad thing either.

    'I hope they diligently produce more.'

    I fully intended to secure the newly born Divine Elixir.

    Engrossed in thoughts of the VIP store, I eventually heard,

    "Hey, K."

    An anxious voice cut through my seemingly endless train of thought.

    Turning my head, I saw Sniper who had trimmed his beard neatly.

    He stood amid a common hillside near Seoul.

    The reason Sniper, who primarily patrolled between the USA and Mexico to regulate Cratoll, arrived in Korea was simple.

    'Because I summoned him.'

    The prompt that summoned him was equally simple.

    - Are you still searching for a Divine Elixir?

    At that single sentence, Sniper promptly flew to Korea.

    'He should repay the effort of bringing him here.'

    I opened a spatial pocket the size of a fist attached to my belt.

    Then, I retrieved the bottle filled with golden liquid purchased from the VIP store a few days ago.

    Gulp.

    Sniper swallowed nervously and approached. His fingers lightly touched the bottle.

    Surely, a popup appeared in his vision with item details.

    As soon as Sniper's eyes widened dramatically on seeing the information.

    The item returned to my spatial pocket.

    Momentarily sparkling, those eyes darkened with despair.

    Subsequently, he mumbled silently.

    Sniper hesitated, searching for words, clenching his fist, examining me from head to toe.

    As if calculating something.

    Had Sniper lunged at me to forcibly seize the Divine Elixir, I wouldn't have let it pass.

    Fortunately, he wasn't that foolish.

    ".... What do I need to do to get it?"

    His question, the one I desired, made its way to me.

    Instead of offering a detailed explanation, I handed him an ordinary-looking piece of paper and a pen.

    "Sign at the bottom, in the Subordinate section."

    It was an item sold in the VIP store—appropriately named the Obedience Contract.
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    In the VIP store, there were only a few items with more than one unit in stock.

    The most notable among them were the Divine Elixir and the Submission Contract.

    'There were only about ten of these too.'

    The price was ten thousand achievements.

    In terms of cost-effectiveness, it was better than the Divine Elixir.

    The Divine Elixir was a single-use item, whereas this Submission Contract was at least a sustained item.

    'The duration lasts until all the directive boxes on the back are used.'

    The effect, well, as the name suggests, was unilateral submission between the contracting parties.

    If the directive is violated, all mana is transferred to the other party.

    "In other words, it means death."

    Sniper signed the contract I handed out without a moment's hesitation.

    What on earth was this, and where did I get it?

    What did the contents written here mean?

    What would happen to him once he signed it?

    In an ordinary case, these questions should have been asked, but none were.

    His desperation seemed to grip a part of my heart tightly.

    I wasn't particularly proud of using his desperation for my selfish gain.

    However.

    'It was necessary.'

    I had already decided, and there would be no turning back from that decision.

    It was Sniper himself who initially asked for the opportunity to make a deal when I found the Divine Elixir.

    And I was the one granting him this opportunity as per his request.

    With that in mind, I buried my varied emotions as Sniper handed over the signed paper and anxiously looked at me.

    I glanced at the real name signed by Sniper.

    "Mikhail Pettyson."

    Then, I flipped the paper over and wrote a very simple sentence.

    "Grab your right ear with your left hand and hold for ten minutes."

    I had some lingering doubt about whether this contract would actually be effective until that final moment.

    But looking at Sniper standing before me now, those doubts seemed unnecessary.

    I hadn't spoken any words aloud, nor had I shown Mikhail the sentence written in the directive box.

    "This is......."

    Nevertheless, Mikhail grabbed his right ear with his left hand as I had instructed.

    The directive seemed to be executed more easily than I anticipated.

    I would need to gradually explore the range of executable directives further.

    "It feels like an alarm is ringing from within. A compulsion to accomplish this... an obsession? It instills a powerful thought in my mind that I must stay like this,"

    Mikhail explained his condition.

    I presumed he roughly understood what he had signed.

    However, he neither questioned how this was possible nor got angry at what this was about.

    He seemed to have resolved himself, merely explaining his condition calmly and cooperating with me.

    Although he did not completely hide the nervousness shining in his eyes.

    "If I drag this out any longer, I'll become a rather villainous person."

    Swallowing a sigh, I took out the Divine Elixir again and placed the bottle into Mikhail's hands, who eagerly reached forward, unable to curb his impatience.

    "Ah."

    I was uncertain whether the short sound was an exclamation of admiration or a suppressed groan of pain.

    At least, it was clear Mikhail released a sigh of relief after shedding his nervousness.

    After stowing the bottle carefully within his possession, Mikhail asked.

    "What exactly do you want me to do?"

    It seemed he'd finally relaxed enough to ask questions.

    I started to answer but paused, looking again at Mikhail, who still held his right ear with his left hand, and picked up the contract once more.

    'I made it 10 minutes for no reason.'

    To cancel the existing directive, I struck a line through it repeatedly, causing Mikhail's hand to drop from his ear.

    "Oh, now I no longer feel compelled to act obsessively,"

    Rubbing his right ear once, Mikhail looked at me intently and asked again.

    "So?"

    Instead of dragging my words, I answered succinctly.

    "Murder."

    "Well, I'm already doing that now..."

    "In the future, there will be people among civilians who'd be better off dead."

    More precisely, it referred to influential figures in politics and business who could exert their influence across society.

    If they engage in absurd behaviors to protect their interests, even if it means defying the principles I've set, they must be stopped.

    "If necessary, to win the war."

    I must act even if it means enduring the criticism aimed at players.

    "...... Is the law set by the Association changing?"

    I shook my head in response to Mikhail's continued question.

    Currently, as well as in the future, the principles of the Association would never change.

    Players must not kill civilians.

    "Unless it's concealed, that is."

    If a player is discovered, they would be hunted by the Association and become a pursued criminal.

    In the process, they might be killed.

    Additionally, everyone in the world would deem them dangerous and insane, ridiculing and pointing fingers at them.

    I couldn't prevent that. Externally, I had to align myself with the Association's principles.

    Behind the scenes, the idea of carrying out dirty deeds made me feel downright wretched.

    "Still, I couldn't act directly."

    It wasn't out of a shallow desire not to dirty my hands.

    It was because of the responsibilities and obligations I would have to bear in the future.

    All I had accumulated thus far, and what I would continue to build in the future, should not be jeopardized.

    Stepping forward solely to appease my guilt and ease my mind would be irresponsible.

    Therefore, I had to find someone who could act on my behalf, and Mikhail was the perfect candidate.

    "His attribute mana is shadow."

    It was an attribute valued higher than the spatial or wind types for assassination or infiltration.

    Mikhail seemed like an option I had prepared in the past for present needs.

    Suppressing a sarcastic smile inwardly, I placed the contract into a pocket within my dimension bag and said,

    "If there's no one to kill, there won't be any directives."

    "You don't really think that's possible, do you?"

    In response to his continued words, I couldn't help but reveal a bitter smile.

    Mikhail's remark was spot-on.

    Regardless of the hope in my heart, I didn't believe it was feasible.

    "I was the one who asked for a chance to trade, and you merely granted me the opportunity. There's no room for half-hearted guilt from my side. So use it without hesitation when necessary."

    Mikhail asserted firmly, slightly bowing his waist.

    "In the Asian culture, don't you greet like this? Truly, thank you."

    He implied that he wouldn't forget the grace.

    Having said all he had to, Mikhail left promptly.

    Since I had finished what needed to be done, I should head back too.

    Step by step, I descended the mountain, deep in thought, contemplating a while since my mind was troubled.

    「Trait Capitalism is activating.」

    「The system is switching to support mode for Player Kang Hyunwoo.」

    Suddenly, a new system window appeared.

    Still unable to move freely, it occasionally flickered with glitches, but the contents displayed were concise.

    〈〉

    "A message has arrived from the Apostle of Karlos."

    "It has begun."

    It seemed time to embark on the third trial.

    * * *

    It was a few days later that I finally crossed the gate back to Bihar.

    There were many tasks to handle on Earth, so it couldn't be helped.

    "Once you go inside, you won't be able to leave for at least 1 or 2 weeks."

    Hence, it was necessary to finish as much as possible before leaving.

    I also made arrangements so that issues could be resolved by others in my absence if anything arose.

    I hadn't anticipated hearing grumbles blended with irritation as soon as I crossed the gate due to these arrangements.

    "Can't you move a bit faster?"

    As soon as I crossed the gate, holding a heavy paper bag in my hands, I saw Gilenios.

    Perhaps it was due to his golden eyes, but players surrounding the gate focused their attention on him.

    When I appeared, they began to murmur among themselves.

    They were probably wondering what sort of connection existed between Gilenios, who seemed like a member of the Order, and me.

    "What took you so long after I sent word?"

    Even in the brief moment I glanced around, Gilenios impatiently tapped his foot on the ground continuously, stretching out a hand.

    Having done this once before, there was no need for explanation.

    Yet again, I had no intention of gently taking his hand.

    There was something I needed to confirm before losing consciousness.

    Thus, instead of extending my hand, I removed myself from the system and the gods' prying eyes.

    "I'd like to have a word before we go."

    "Again? What do you want to know?"

    "The Biharin have no suitable means to cross over to Earth. The system, that so-called God of Earth, will never accept you."

    Therefore, a method had to be found for the Biharin to cross over, even excluding the system.

    "Let's brainstorm together. Is it feasible to connect the dimensions on your own? If not, we must devise a way, even through Karlos."

    "What?"

    "After all, your and Karlos's purpose is to save the Biharin, right?"

    Thus, they were transferring Palao's divinity to me.

    If there was any one of the 7 Great Gods whose assistance could be sought, it was Karlos.

    "Offer some cooperation."

    Gilenios scrutinized me from head to toe, pondering for a moment.

    "It seems you're misconstruing something..."

    Muttering abruptly out of context, he shrugged his shoulders.

    "To respond to the first question, it's impossible. You'll see it for yourself soon as it should be safe inside now, so hang in there."

    Leaving behind his unilateral notice, he took a step forward, and the sky and earth shattered into pieces.

    The sensation of my spatial awareness disappearing completely was quite, unnerving.

    Inadvertently, I found myself gripping Gilenios's hand more tightly.

    "Hey, hey! That hurts! Do you need to break it?! I am not as tough as you!"

    Only when Gilenios let out a shout did I finally release my grip.

    I gazed around at my surroundings, which seemed like a chaotic jumble of painting fragments.

    To my right was a field, to my left was a sandy beach, overhead was a valley, and behind me was a volcano.

    '... Unbelievable.'

    It seemed to resemble 'The Gap' that Gretman spoke of.

    A space that could be traversed by Gilenios's unique authority.

    'A place completely detached from the interference of time.'

    In this fragmented realm, the concepts of time and space did not exist.

    The lava behind me flowed with an exasperating slowness.

    The weeds lodged within the crevices of the valley sprouted in real time into blossoming flowers.

    The sensation of my body floating freely here evoked instinctive aversion.

    'It feels as though I am forcibly wedged between gaps.'

    An unsettling feeling of being an impurity.

    If possible, I wished to twist my body and escape from this gap promptly.

    Gilenios's advice to hang on initially made more sense.

    I grimaced, gripped by an all-encompassing aversion.

    Meanwhile, Gilenios, who had let go of my hand, crossed his arms and spoke,

    "I'm merely navigating through existing gaps. I can't create gaps myself. That would be the Vanguard from the other side."

    The lines etched on my forehead deepened further.

    Even at this moment, cracks termed Holes, breached by irregular entities known as Karklein.

    "I haven't ruled out utilizing it."

    But the probability of success is low. The System is blocking all Holes.

    That's why I sought another method.

    Just because Gilenios's power is insufficient doesn't mean it's time to give up.

    "How about Karlos? Being called a God, could his authority not establish another gate?"

    Didn't the System create two gates between dimensions?

    Recalling that point and asking once more, a bizarre smile appeared on Gilenios's lips.

    "You're significantly mistaken."

    "What?"

    "Karlos can't resolve this situation. For him, this isn't misfortune. He probably has no intention of solving it; otherwise, he wouldn't have merely watched the passage of those beings."

    In an instant, I froze, even forgetting to breathe.

    What exactly did I just hear?
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    "I was planning to tell you once you raised your status a bit, but it's perfect timing."

    There was nothing to gain by prolonging the conversation, so the idea was to talk while walking.

    Gilenios, adding a few more words, started moving first.

    As I followed, staring intently at his back, a somewhat lengthy story began.

    "Listen carefully, Karlos has no intention of going the extra mile to save us, the Biharin you talk about. There's a being with authority close to Creation, and just seeing the state this world is in tells you everything."

    I certainly heard what Gilenios said.

    But it didn't mean I understood it.

    "... What exactly are you talking about? Why Karlos? What is authority close to Creation?"

    Karlos was evidently involved with me inheriting of Palao's divinity.

    Wasn't that about saving the Biharin lives?

    "That's... Ah, man, where should I even start..."

    Gilenios, scratching his head a step ahead, organized his thoughts briefly and then reopened his mouth.

    "Let's talk about gods first. Among the 7 Great Gods, the only one deserving to be called a true god is Karlos. Because he's the only one who can perform 'Creation' at the price of divinity. Just like the gods on your side created the game."

    The reason is that Karlos uniquely exists without going through the birth process.

    "The other six were born in the material world. They accumulated status and grew to the extent that they had to be directly observed by causality beyond the material realm."

    The six gods born within the boundaries of causality of birth can perish to the extent of dying.

    But Karlos is different.

    "Should I say he's a being who existed somewhere flowing with this world, this dimension, and one day suddenly gained self-awareness?"

    Although he doesn't meet the conditions of causality of birth, he undoubtedly existed.

    "He's the closest being to immortality. To kill him, you'd need the dimension itself, which is his root and origin, to disappear. Only then can he achieve complete annihilation."

    A being that cannot be killed unless an entire dimension is destroyed.

    Karlos and the Damned System were exactly such beings.

    "And Karlos has longed for annihilation for a very long time."

    Because it's the only thing he couldn't have.

    "He has no idea of thinking about others or caring. It makes sense, considering he's existed for thousands, tens of thousands of years without any interaction with other lives."

    It wouldn't have been strange if he had already destroyed this dimension and vanished.

    But Biharin had been maintained so far, and the reason is.

    "Because of Palao."

    Apparently, Karlos was lenient on Palao.

    "Whenever any others tried to speak to him, he wouldn't even pretend to listen. But because Palao asked, he would still grant some requests. Perhaps it's because Palao was the first among the six gods to reach his status and touch upon Karlos."

    The first being Karlos had ever interacted with, leaving behind all meaningless things.

    For Karlos, the meaning Palao held seemed pretty complicated.

    "From the start, it's because Palao dragged him around amongst the Demi-humans that he became a god amongst them even though he didn't know joy, anger, sorrow, or happiness."

    I concentrated on Gilenios's story as it unfolded.

    "Well, even such a Palao was insufficient in completely suppressing Karlos's longing."

    Karlos knew irregular entities approached Biharin, and he could have stopped it in advance.

    "Just look at your world. You're busy trying to protect what's inside, right? Initially, beings that originated from the dimension can affect the dimension itself. They can block any unwanted things from entering as much as they wish."

    Indeed, the system wasn't opening the path but blocking the Hole.

    On the other hand, Karlos just...

    "As long as Palao asked him not to, it seems he won't destroy the dimension directly. Even with the situation as dire as it is now, he's doing nothing to help those beyond the standards?

    But not to the extent of stopping the Biharin's destruction due to external factors.

    "And another thing, abandon any expectation that he would personally create a passage to save us. For him to create something, he has to feel unhappy himself, but there's no room here in this situation for him to feel such unhappiness."

    Only then did I notice the contradiction I'd missed all along.

    Karlos could also release the shackles bound to the Biharin, but...

    There's no reason why he should make me succeed Palao's divinity to achieve it.

    Karlos isn't making me succeed Palao's divinity to save the Biharin.

    'Then why on earth?'

    When I questioned that part, a surprising answer came back.

    "I don't know for sure since I haven't directly seen it. I just suspect there was some deal between Palao and Karlos."

    "A deal..."

    Karlos had already postponed his eagerly awaited vanishing because of Palao's request.

    But with the invasion of beings beyond the standards, that wish was right in front of him.

    Would he have gone along with it just because Palao asked again?

    He might miss the chance for annihilation if he did, wouldn't he?

    'The possibility he might have just ignored that request is higher.'

    It seemed that Palao got help from Karlos in a different way from the beginning, wary of that point.

    "The inheritance work doesn't help elongate this dimension's life at all. So Karlos agreed to something to that extent, didn't he?"

    "......"

    "Palao, in her way, tried hard. To find a method that could grant both Karlos's wishes and her own."

    Gilenios's golden eyes glanced back, as if implying that I was the solution Palao had found to the problem.

    My cheeks twitched, and a bitter sensation churned inside.

    'In one word, they used me as they saw fit.'

    Whether now or then, palao never appeared in any favorable light.

    "And you know, without consent from your side, they can't create a path accommodating millions and millions to cross over."

    The conversation circled back to an ultimately impossible conclusion.

    The unexpected revelations received along the process were shocking.

    But it was impossible to remain stuck in that shock.

    "We can't just do nothing. We have to find a way as soon as possible..."

    "Who said we're doing nothing? There's already a method, which is why we're not worrying. Actually, the reason Karlos isn't acting is primarily due to that. If you leave it be, everything will be resolved."

    "There's a method?"

    Shouldn't he have said that first?

    I looked at Gilenios's back with sharp eyes.

    Feeling something, Gilenios scratched the back of his head.

    Simultaneously, he began explaining the method he had in mind.

    "There's one more passage. The place Angramoti is stuck."

    It felt like we were running in circles, and that brought out a snappish tone.

    "Look, the System doesn't care one bit about your life and death. It plans to block anyone born and raised in Bihar from crossing to Earth. Do you think it'll allow you all to use the Gate?"

    "What's that matter? You're here."

    Frozen footsteps seemed to stop as Gilenios's words continued.

    "Even if the divinity you obtained is from Bihar, you're still a part of that world. Your roots are there."

    Thus, when you gain status and divinity outside, you inevitably belong to your dimension.

    Is it easier to think it's like becoming a rich person in Korea through foreign earnings?

    "If you're creating a new hole, it's a different story, but using one that's already there is something even you can do. All you need is to keep that passage open until you qualify for it."

    As long as Angramoti remains present, the System cannot close that Gate.

    Since they can't see beyond the Gate, it wouldn't be a big deal to commence activities and conceal them afterward.

    "Unlike your god, you intend to save us, so what's the problem?"

    After hearing that explanation, I felt somewhat empty.

    'Just like Gretman did, this one too firmly believes I'll save them.'

    Of course, it was true that I intended to, and it was true I was running around here and there to do so.

    But openly treating me like a lifeline wasn't pleasant.

    Even though I wasn't doing this for any rewards from anyone.

    The choices I made were burdened with countless things I decided to endure.

    Regardless of my agony and torment.

    Taking it for granted that I'd save them all was their assumption.

    It felt somewhat heartburning, somewhat suffocating.

    I knew if I ruminated over it, only dark and musty thoughts would result.

    Thus, I wanted to shake it off, but unconsciously controlling such thoughts wasn't easy.

    Under typical circumstances, with brief effort, I could redirect my thoughts in other directions.

    Yet, this time it was unusually hard.

    I knew too much already, and that meant there was much more I could assume.

    For instance, the reason the number of Gates increased to two.

    'When the Biharin side lost track of that Angramoti, the System had to open a new Gate.'

    That's why the game's launch was delayed.

    Reflecting on what Gilenios mentioned earlier in his story.

    I should conclude it was all part of a plan that the first Gate was blocked.

    Thinking about it that way made it impossible to suppress the simmering insides.

    "The one stuck in the Gate right now, they let it escape on purpose."

    And ultimately, I ended up hissing those words.

    "Honestly, I can't deny it. I'm suspicious too."

    Instead of spinning obvious lies, Gilenios openly stated what he knew.

    Even though he hadn't directly taken part in the incident, he suspected something.

    "I think Palao intervened."

    To pave a way for the Biharin to exit.

    Even before I got entangled in this game, orderly preparations to use me had been underway.

    Feeling bitterness inside is what one would say for moments like this.

    "Do they so desperately wish to live?"

    With my mood unsavory, the sarcasm naturally trickled out.

    Cooperating with the System to buy time, while also trying to find ways to escape Biharin with my help.

    Unlike Karlos, Gilenios didn't seem to have any desire to end up buried with this dimension.

    "Exactly, didn't I tell you? I'm dying to live, truly desperately. So I'm floundering."

    "......"

    "Honor or shame had been discarded long ago. I refuse to die helplessly, swayed by the gods' decisions."

    I learned a surprising truth in a most random moment.

    "Did you hit the back of Meferoseta?"

    Could it be, the apostle of Meferoseta who predicted my visit and died...?

    "Yes, that's me."

    Using authority, seeing Meferoseta's doings, he'd reached a point he could no longer stomach it and switched sides.

    'That explains how he obtained the authority to utilize spacetime's gap.'

    The experiences accumulated during his time as Meferoseta's apostle traversing spacetime to see the future had crystallized into his unique ability.

    "I went to Karlos and threatened him, saying I'd quickly take everyone here and get out, so cooperate with us. He readily agreed. Seems like he really wants to die."

    Huh, Gilenios snorted and abruptly turned around.

    "This should be enough explanation."

    Then with a nod, he gestured behind him.

    In the pitch-black darkness, a golden halo swirling vividly marked the location.

    We had reached our destination.

    There wasn't any need to hesitate, so I decided to enter the trial immediately.

    Passing Gilenios, I took just three steps when I heard a voice clamping onto my ankles.

    "If you let us leave this damned world, I'd even lick your feet."

    "Please, I'm begging you."

    Having said that, Gilenios gulped audibly.

    It was merely an assumption, but it sounded as though the words he swallowed were heard.

    Please save me, the desperate voice of someone struggling to live echoed excessively vividly.

    Nonetheless, I walked on, wearing a cold expression without sparing Gilenios a glance.

    "In accordance with Palao's arrangement, the entry of the Inheritance Candidate is authorized."

    "The most fitting trial is being prepared for the Inheritance Candidate."

    That guy or this guy, they're all truly unbearable.
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    After Hyunwoo left, Kim Yul and Yang Taeho put behind their affairs on Earth and crossed over to Bihar. It was to move their party's base from Habon.

    They had received a signal that the retreat from Earth would commence soon, and thus, needed to arrange their belongings.

    It had been a while since they'd used a gate instead of the mission land to travel to Bihar.

    It didn't take them long to arrive at their base building, which they hadn't visited for nearly a month.

    As soon as they unlocked the familiar door and pushed it open, both shivered instinctively.

    Tiny fairies, unlike anything they'd ever seen, fluttered around, spilling sparkling dust everywhere.

    Surprised, they only stood frozen momentarily before Kim Yul and Yang Taeho hurried inside and shut the door. Thanks to the prior warning from Hyunwoo, they swiftly overcame their bewilderment.

    - Ah, there might be things flying around the base."

    - No need to worry too much. They're not dangerous... they're not the kind you'd discuss danger about."

    After a brief adjustment, they accepted the odd situation inside the base without any major fuss. However, the surprise entrance startled the fairies, preventing them from settling down easily.

    "Humans!"

    "There are drawings on their heads!"

    "What should we do? What should we do?"

    "Let's inform the king!"

    With high-pitched chattering barely audible to the ear, the fairies in the living room swarmed up to the second floor.

    Yang Taeho, staring at the stairs they vanished into, murmured, "As lively as ever."

    "Sorry?"

    Kim Yul asked, not understanding his meaning.

    Yang Taeho sighed as he turned away from the stairs, his expression somewhat complicated.

    "You know, Hyunwoo..."

    It was well-known among those who needed to know why his return was delayed after the first act of the main scenario's second chapter ended. Few, however, knew the true reason for his tardiness. Yang Taeho and Kim Yul were among those few.

    "Why bother bringing them all the way here if nobody's going to scold him for leaving them to die?"

    Regardless of the circumstances, fairies were a race that had forsaken the traitor and demi-human alliance. How many would have delayed their return to Earth by days just to save them by sweeping the corrupted area?

    "Even though he gave excuses about mages and materials, he probably just couldn't stand by and watch them die."

    Yang Taeho ended on a slightly bitter note, exhaling a shallow sigh. It wasn't that he didn't know Hyunwoo's nature; on the contrary, he realized it much sooner than others.

    The reason Yang Taeho followed Hyunwoo's words, despite the significant age gap, was simple: Hyunwoo couldn't ignore those he could save through his own strength. Thanks to him, Yang Taeho's wife was saved.

    'He's someone who would always lend a hand as long as his abilities and influence reached.'

    Though Hyunwoo seemed overly harsh in his self-assessment, appearing rigid and strict, Yang Taeho had a high regard for his character. He offered him respect, whether implicitly or explicitly.

    However, as Hyunwoo's abilities and influence grew, an unexpected problem became apparent.

    'No matter how amazing, an individual saving the world is impossible.'

    That's a matter for national-level discussions, where societal systems could be established. The very idea of entrusting a group's survival to one person was dangerous. Ninety-nine out of a hundred would suffocate from the burden.

    From what Yang Taeho observed, Hyunwoo also felt considerable pressure.

    'If he fails to break those chains...'

    Could Hyunwoo withstand it? Or resist self-reproach and not spiral into despair? Despite his accumulating daily worries, there was no way to help Hyunwoo.

    Sighing, Yang Taeho settled on the sofa, "Looks like they're going to fetch the person in charge, so let's wait."

    He had to meet the person in charge to convey Hyunwoo's words. "Yep."

    Agreeing, Kim Yul walked over to Rice Cake, lounging leisurely beside the sofa. "Rice Cake, we're here. How is Hyung? Are we connected?"

    Rice Cake nodded as if understanding those words, and Kim Yul, relieved, handed over the mana from the mana accumulation tool gifted by Hyunwoo. Rice Cake quickly absorbed it.

    Moments later, a presence was felt on the stairs leading to the second floor. Looking over, a fairy who led the others down appeared—a familiar face named Dennis.

    "I apologize for the delay. I was with the injured..."

    "It's okay, don't worry too much. By the way, you've heard we were coming, right? I'm Yang Taeho, and this one here is Kim Yul."

    "Nice to meet you. Just call me Yul."

    "Pleased to meet you. I'm Dennis. However... isn't that human, K, coming?"

    Kim Yul shrugged, responding casually, "It's hard for him to come immediately. He's quite busy."

    Following that, Yang Taeho quickly conveyed the situation. They were going to retreat soon, and the base would be vacated. The fairies only needed to hold out in the basement until K came to fetch them.

    "Hold out here..."

    Dennis clenched his teeth, holding back a question he desperately wanted to ask. What if no one comes while they were holding out here?

    In such a case, the fairies only had two possible outcomes. To wither and die locked in or to be hunted by the Order forces upon going outside.

    'We've already been branded as traitors by the Demi-human alliance.'

    They couldn't return to the monsters either. Fairies were treated as mere materials for research and experiments by mages, only leading to death if they returned. To make matters worse, the only mage among the fairies had died.

    Thus, the fairies were nothing but wanderers with no place to rely on—or to go—anymore.

    Dennis couldn't help but shiver with fear and anxiety every day, all too aware of his situation.

    The strangers who arrived after so much waiting left them with a heartless message: Despite their retreat, they just had to wait there.

    Dennis, clenching his fist, lowered his head.

    'They're not obliged to help us.'

    Knowing this didn't make the bitter feelings go away, leaving him feeling pathetic. Such was the plight of those unable to stand independently, needing someone else's aid.

    As Dennis trembled in helplessness, Yang Taeho spoke up.

    "Should you question or ask for something, there's something I was told to say..."

    Dennis quickly looked up, eyes flickering with hope. "Whether you believe it or not, it's your choice."

    The words that came out of Yang Taeho's mouth were familiar, "That's your choice."

    Dennis would be responsible for whatever the outcome of that choice would be.

    He recalled the moments in the thick, smelly sack, feeling as though each second was agonizing hell. What if the outsider doesn't return and save him and his kin?

    Moments when he blamed himself for not waking his people to flee before; moments when he, as a cowardly weakling, waited for the strong to save him; these endless times filled with fear were long and terrifying.

    But at the end of his waiting, when that sack was finally opened...

    - Are you alright?

    When that familiar face appeared... Dennis buried this past image deep within his mind as he spoke shyly, bowing his head even more, "About us... though it's impertinent... could we get some food while we stay here?"

    "Ah."

    Luckily, Kim Yul picked that up and let out a cry of realization. Whatever Dennis interpreted from that reaction, his face started to redden more and more.

    "We don't eat much because we're small. Even with just one loaf of bread, we can all share it..."

    "Don't worry about that. K-hyung already prepared not just food but potions in case of emergencies."

    "... Really, thank you."

    Dennis left those words of gratitude as he flew away quickly with a flushed face, embarrassed and grateful.

    After Dennis's retreating figured faded out, Kim Yul mumbled, "Would Hyunwoo-hyung really come to take those fairies?"

    Yang Taeho's mind drifted back to the past upon hearing Kim Yul's question, recalling the underground shelter they found on their first meeting, filled with bodies and how Hyunwoo lingered to build a grave.

    He remembered it clearly, "He's not someone who'd abandon them here."

    Yes, Hyunwoo was not that kind of person.

    "Just trust in him. He'll find a way to save someone again."

    Yang Taeho had already believed it from the depths of his heart.

    Hyunwoo would work miracles where others couldn't and save countless lives—whether such thoughts would weigh on Hyunwoo or not.

    But his deeply ingrained faith wouldn't waiver.

    * * *

    For the third time, as those seemingly endless numbers halted at 99%, I resumed my training.

    'Mana Domination proficiency: 40%.'

    I gained enough skills to disrupt nearly any magic a mage could manifest. Now was time to fortify my magic lineup, focusing on high-grade lightning-type magics.

    'Fortunately, my attribute mana has increased considerably.'

    And it would soon rise significantly once more. No need to worry over lacking attribute mana with Kerak's assistance, useless as it seemed.

    To add new magic, I even brought a high-rank mana guide, making sure to bring it in a paper bag, wary the subspace pouch might not open. Thanks to this, I concentrated on learning mana arrays using time shifts granted by divinity.

    「Magic Lightning Whip has formed.」

    「Magic Thunder Spear has formed.」

    「Magic Lightning Storm has formed.」

    Most major lightning magic registered in my status window. I didn't stop there; I looked into high-grade magics of other elements, even though I couldn't supply all the mana needed alone yet.

    But I knew those who could supply the mana needed to implement these magics...

    If I could use high-rank mana accumulation tools from the VIP shop well, I could create an enormous area magic, even if the tools were limited.

    'Combining forces with those possessing the needed mana for magic execution would work.'

    In a realm where I didn't need food or sleep, there was no time to waste. For months, I dedicated myself to array books.

    And with ongoing magic pursuits, on the day Rice Cake connected for the tenth time, 「The third trial begins.」

    「The Inheritance Candidate must choose.」

    「The Inheritance Candidate's stats are limited.」

    "Huff!"

    With newfound courage from facing such an imposing, boundless power, I realized I was dealing with a more colossal divinity than any I'd absorbed before.

    Just standing in its presence felt like my existence was being dwarfed; I let out a bemused snicker.

    'Haha... I expected something strange all along.'

    The divinity I'd absorbed from before felt oddly modest. None were astounding. I hadn't executed any monumental changes with it.

    'I'd only caused slight modifications to the game's framework and a few additional selections at most.'

    However, this time was different; evidently, the preceding trials had merely been preparations for realizing this moment.

    Once I realized this, I knew instinctively that this was the final trial.

    'No matter what she's planning to do, I'm going to absorb this divinity and leave this place.'

    While resolving this with determination, the scenery started twisting and painting itself with vibrant hues before my eyes.

    Like mixing various paints sketched in abstract artistry, I blinked, trying to adapt to this chaotic view.

    Various colors began taking definite forms, as muddy silhouettes rapidly became clear in mere moments.

    After that brief wait, I found myself clenching my teeth unconsciously.

    Bright tones on the ground and walls illuminated by soft lighting; neatly arranged furniture and decorations devoid of any patterns; familiar paintings, photos, and those dearly missed.

    The scenes I'd often revisited in dreams for a long time unfolded before me.

    The times when, early each morning, my family gathered to enjoy meals together while our parents were alive.

    Despite the passage of time, vivid memories resurrected pristinely right before me.

    "Hyunwoo, son? Why so startled in the middle of breakfast?"

    The moment my father's voice reached me, warmer than in my memories...

    "Ha..."

    Though I wasn't taught by anyone, I instinctively knew the purpose of this situation, as it penetrated into my brain instantly.

    This situation was unmistakably a past memory and simultaneously reality.

    To put it precisely, it was as though I'd traveled to the past.

    Major events occurring here could neglect the laws of causality, distinguishing space and time with Palao's divine backing.

    The immense divinity felt earlier would make the impossible a reality. Ultimately, palao posed this dilemma to me: Could I use that vast divinity to twist the past and save my parents?

    Or should I carry the divinity to save countless lives I've never seen?

    「The Inheritance Candidate must choose.」

    "Damn it..."

    The options were so cruel it almost made me curse out loud.
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    Chapter 276. Palao's Arrangements (2)

    If I could have met Palao, I would have grabbed her by the collar and asked.

    Why did you give me such lousy choices? What grudge do you have against me to deserve this?

    I had never even seen her face-to-face, so why me? The resentment and hatred bubbling deep from within were clear.

    "Damn..."

    I could not contain the anger that was consuming me and ended up spewing curses repeatedly.

    Just like in the distant past, at that moment.

    "Kang Hyunwoo, your mouth."

    My mother's sharp gaze reached me.

    I didn't dare to look back in the direction where she was sitting and instead dropped my gaze to the table.

    'Don't look. They've already passed away.'

    Everything that my eyes saw was just a mere illusion, fabricated from my memories.

    Therefore, there was no need to talk to them or waste time in this meaningless place.

    I closed my eyes tightly and shouted towards Palao.

    Haven't I already been moving in various ways to save the Biharin?

    I shouted that I would allow myself to be swayed as he wished if only he would stop.

    Why must you scratch open my wounds this way?

    I clasped my hands tightly, hoping desperately for this miserable situation to end, but...

    "Kang Hyunwoo."

    Damned Palao seemed to have no intention of granting my wish.

    No, perhaps she saw my true feelings and remained silent.

    If I truly thought this was an illusion, something of no value to me, I wouldn't have uttered those words earlier.

    Yet, if there was even a slight chance that my choice reached elsewhere, and should the time I spent here become real, because I couldn't abandon that possibility, I swallowed everything inside.

    Wouldn't Palao have noticed that? Is that why this damned trial continued?

    Realizing my cowardly intentions made me grit my teeth.

    "Are you not going to answer until the end?"

    The illusion, in the guise of memory, pressed me again under such circumstances.

    Thump, thump, thump.

    My heart began to beat excessively fast as I mulled over one supposition.

    If this moment wasn't an illusion but could become real, what should I do here?

    "... I'm sorry."

    Hesitantly, I uttered an answer I might have given in the past while rolling my eyes toward the table.

    A calendar reflected on its left side caught my eye.

    It was the summer of the year my parents passed away, precisely August 2nd.

    It was around a week before the accident.

    Confirming that explicit time, I couldn't help but entertain the assumption once more.

    If my actions from a moment ago could become the past.

    "Don't vent your bad mood on your family."

    "... I'll correct it."

    The admonition that used to make me feel slighted in the past was now so nostalgic it almost brought tears.

    Realizing the longing that never faded with time, I couldn't deny it anymore.

    In front of Palao's cruel choices, I was faltering.

    * * *

    The miserable trial started right in the midst of the summer vacation.

    The period when I attended not only academy classes but also private tutoring, so the study load was not much different from the regular semester.

    Thanks to that, the task of studying, which I had given up on a few years ago, fell right before my eyes again.

    Fortunately, it wasn't the worst situation.

    'This is familiar.'

    It was a level I could manage somehow by flipping through the reference materials.

    Re-doing the acts I used to be engrossed in the past wasn't so bad.

    Spending time with my siblings, who joined me with their workbooks saying they'd study together, was nice too.

    Regardless of the heavy study load, it was natural to have long stays at home during the vacation.

    Thanks to that, just like today, there were many days to watch over their studies.

    Each time, the twins' pattern of behavior was almost identical.

    "Let's play instead! Play, play! We can study after playing!"

    Yeonwoo rolled on my bed trying to delay studying as much as possible.

    Jinwoo was staunchly sticking by my side, focused on solving his workbook.

    "Hyung, couldn't you check this? Did I solve it well?"

    Jinwoo usually asked this when he had written perfect solutions without any mistakes.

    As expected, Jinwoo's work was correct.

    "Yes, that's right, great job!"

    I rustled his hair as a form of praise, and Jinwoo shyly scratched his nose while smiling.

    One ordinary day of the past, and a familiar routine.

    Once more, I chewed over the longing, taking in the sight of Jinwoo's round head.

    Repeating those past times several years later revealed things I hadn't seen then.

    'He never asks about questions he doesn't know.'

    Jinwoo only showed what he could achieve perfectly.

    'I thought he just wanted to boast about what he was good at and found it merely cute.'

    More precisely, it was like he was hiding the fact that he couldn't solve certain problems, making sure nobody knew.

    'There were signs of this even back then.'

    Jinwoo was revealing his personality of hesitation to step forward without confidence, reluctance to seek help from others, and a continuous struggle to avoid being a burden.

    In the past, I used to just conclude with a pleased heart and compliments.

    'But I'm no longer the person I used to be back then.'

    After a brief moment of thought, I opened my mouth.

    "Aren't you too good?"

    "Huh?"

    "You're doing so well that I have nothing to help with. That feels kind of lonely."

    I mischievously said as I tousled his hair. Jinwoo's eyes grew nearly twice their size in surprise.

    He eventually acted as if pondering over something, alternating his gaze between me and the workbook.

    "Then, could you, uh, teach me this?"

    He guardedly revealed a problem where he'd already scribbled some incorrect attempts.

    "Of course."

    While I was helping Jinwoo with his studies, there was a rustling movement from behind.

    "I want to do it too!"

    It was Yeonwoo, who had been stretched out on the bed.

    Before Yeonwoo could sit down, I discreetly requested Jinwoo.

    "Jinwoo, could you get me some water?"

    "Sure!"

    Jinwoo, who had leapt from his seat, headed to the kitchen.

    In the meantime, Yeonwoo triumphantly claimed the chair to my left.

    "You'll be surprised, brother! I'm much better than him!"

    Yeonwoo cheerfully continued while dangling her legs in the air.

    "He keeps getting the same things wrong, even if he sees them again and again, but I get it all on the first go!"

    I refrained from saying anything, merely ruffling Yeonwoo's hair instead.

    In terms of academic achievement, indeed, Yeonwoo was quite a bit ahead of Jinwoo.

    'Performance in relation to the time invested stood out.'

    Hence, it was common to help Jinwoo while Yeonwoo fool around, and then switch to assist Yeonwoo once Jinwoo finished.

    Such words from Yeonwoo certainly must have impacted Jinwoo.

    "Yeonwoo."

    "Yes?"

    Being a little more straightforward than I was with Jinwoo might primarily suit Yeonwoo better.

    "Do you hate Jinwoo? Want to bully him?"

    "What? No way!"

    I calmly explained how her actions might be perceived by others to Yeonwoo.

    Yeonwoo then clamped both hands over her mouth, her eyes darting around.

    As seen, Yeonwoo acted without malice or deliberately intended her words to be harmful.

    She was merely insensitive to other people's feelings.

    One could say that her reasoning and empathy hadn't developed enough to ponder the emotional state of the listeners.

    'Because of that tone, she had troubles in middle school.'

    At one point, while steadily clashing with classmates, someone brought up our parents.

    'Calling her an orphan with no parents.'

    That incident transpired to mutual violence, prompting a visit to the school.

    'How did Yeonwoo's face look back then...'

    The image of Yeonwoo's face, mingled with injustice and guilt, remains within my deepest memories.

    They are my most precious siblings, but not perfect.

    Their faults are remnants I left behind.

    'I'm not saying it was my fault.'

    How well could a kid barely over twenty raise children?

    It was inevitable that I was preoccupied with providing and couldn't focus on parenting.

    That's why I was so engrossed at this moment.

    Bear in mind that everything I do now might become reality.

    Amid these thoughts, Jinwoo returned to the room.

    "Here, this is yours."

    He had brought water not only for me but also yogurt for Yeonwoo and himself.

    I tousled both their hair and resumed holding the pen.

    Although my hands were occupied helping with their studies, my mind was a whirlpool of various lingering thoughts.

    'If my parents were alive, they would have guided me slowly, giving timely advice as I wasn't too harsh or hurried.'

    They would have developed endurance within me to handle my urgent and short-tempered nature.

    'They would have done the same for Yeonwoo and Jinwoo.'

    The decision over my parents' life and death wasn't a choice meant just for myself.

    It was the prime opportunity for the twins to experience proper upbringing.

    I could reach out and seize it. I had the choice.

    Tightening his grip unconsciously, I didn't know when it happened.

    'This isn't some feasible daydream or empty hope.'

    It would be possible if I utilized Palao's divinity, which composed everything I could see.

    Knowing that, the greed budding deep inside grew with every passing moment.

    'Can I really give up on this chance?'

    For the sake of saving complete strangers, should I squander this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity?

    'Why should I do that?'

    Why, indeed, should I have to meet those shimmering opportunities before my eyes?

    Just as the dreadful inklings surged with nausea.

    Beep-beep.

    Suddenly, the echo of a door lock intruded into the quiet space filled with scratching sounds.

    "Mom's here!"

    The familiar voice was first echoed by the twins.

    "It's Mom!"

    "Mommy!"

    The twins sprang to their feet, dashing toward the entrance.

    "Whoo."

    Only then could I hurriedly catch the breath I had been suppressing instinctively.

    Though I got to my feet not long after, my steps felt unsteady as I left the room.

    It felt like my legs might give out before I reached the hallway.

    Ultimately, I stopped in my tracks, holding onto the door frame.

    At that moment, my mother entered the living room with the twins.

    I couldn't take my eyes off that sight.

    "Hyunwoo, what are you doing there?"

    After 8 years, 2 months, and 5 days, my mother had returned home.

    * * *

    The number on the smartphone screen read August 6.

    'It's already the fourth day.'

    Even in the deep of night, sleep eluded me.

    With such a chaotic mind, falling asleep would have been a strange occurrence.

    I let out a deep sigh, feeling as though the ground would sink.

    Turning and tossing on the bed for a couple more hours.

    Ultimately unable to sleep, I emerged from the room, thinking of having a drink of water.

    "... Could it not be?"

    "If it's Hyunwoo, it's possible. He's a thoughtful kid."

    "I wonder if something is wrong..."

    Chattered softly.

    The conversation from my parents' bedroom made me freeze.

    "I should find a chance to have a talk soon."

    "I agree with having a talk, but wouldn't it be better if I did it?"

    "Would it really?"

    "... Well, when you ask questions, it feels like being interrogated."

    "Oh, wow, such a problem didn't even occur to me... Did I retain habits from my prosecutor days?"

    Our parents were busy during their lifetime.

    However, they never neglected the three siblings under that pretense.

    They consistently made time once a week to be with us.

    Ordinarily, they devoted themselves to their own lives.

    Nevertheless, the promised time was wholly dedicated to their family.

    They were wise, wonderful, and loved us dearly.

    Even now, behold. Contemplating and discussing their children late into the night.

    I, as well as we, were loved so dearly, vividly remembering the day that took it all away.

    "Ah..."

    Recalling that affection once again, I could no longer swallow the emotions I had forced down.

    Sensing this, my parents came out of the bedroom.

    "Hyunwoo?"

    "Oh my, son."

    And they hurriedly approached me, embracing me warmly.

    "Why are you crying?"

    "Is something really going on?"

    "Mom and Dad will help, so calmly tell us. Okay?"

    How could I give this up!?
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    On Saturday morning, I volunteered to take out the recycling and left the house.

    With my family appearing in front of my eyes, I couldn't help but find my thoughts scattered. I needed some time alone to sort things out.

    'It's already the sixth day.'

    The moment of choice had really approached right before my eyes.

    As I realized this fact, my thoughts became increasingly concrete.

    'What if I could prevent the accident happening tomorrow?'

    And thereby save my parents from death.

    'What exactly happens after that?'

    The best-case scenario would be that everything starts anew from the current point in time where I am.

    'That would be absolutely perfect.'

    Both the Earth, along with myself, would gain more time to prepare more perfectly for the war set to start seven years later.

    'I may not be able to save the Biharin, but I could protect Earth more securely.'

    The largest issue in that scenario would be explaining and persuading others about this out-of-the-ordinary invasion.

    'It's not like there's no way.'

    I clutched the bag of recycling tightly in my left hand and raised my right hand. A red smoke flickered and rose above my palm. The player's abilities were restricted, but my memories were not lost.

    Thanks to that, I vividly remembered the techniques to handle mana. I had successfully materialized mana just before dawn yesterday.

    I was practicing for the next steps of condensation and concentration... but...

    "Whew."

    There was too little usable mana at the moment, so progress was slow.

    'My originally innate mana is 12.'

    Just a few days ago, I had so much mana that it easily surpassed 20 billion.

    Now it was merely 12. I could suffer from mana depletion after just one materialization.

    In fact, I miscalculated once and collapsed, scaring my parents half to death.

    I missed the body of the platinum rank that housed inexhaustible mana like a treasure trove.

    'At least being able to use mana at this point is a good sign.'

    Although it would be difficult to make others believe in the war happening in another dimension, they couldn't ignore what they see with their own eyes.

    'Moreover, there's also the system.'

    I didn't know what it was doing at this present point, but if I could get its attention, things might get easier.

    'To get the government involved, I need to meet with the right people.'

    I had two major considerations to think about here.

    Who to meet and how to meet them.

    The answer to the first consideration was already clear.

    'I should meet and recruit Yang Jochul, head of the Unit.'

    He was not someone who would cling to common sense and unconditionally deny reality.

    Therefore, establishing a connection with him even in this time frame would be helpful.

    'How can someone like me, who is neither a player nor anything else, meet a high-ranking official like him?'

    Blindly approaching him could lead to huge misunderstandings.

    'Perhaps through my parents' help, or by entering the National Intelligence Service myself.'

    The latter would require at least 6 years, considering education and military duties had to be resolved.

    If I take the college entrance exam this year and advance the university admission, as well as graduate early, the timeline can be expedited a bit.

    By then, gates would be closed, and the system would be struggling alone.

    'Until then, it's not a bad idea to secure funds using the information I know.'

    Building it up gradually, starting with the things that take the longest.

    I began to devise medium to long-term plans while seriously considering my options.

    Of course, all of this was based on the assumption that I would continue my life from this time point.

    'If, however, when the past changes, I'm returned to the point of starting my trials?'

    If 26-year-old Kang Hyunwoo was to fight the war with the altered past, there was no guarantee that the changed past me would retain the future memories.

    In that case, as soon as the choice ends, I might forget all the situations.

    In preparation for such an eventuality, I needed to make sure my past self would follow the instructions given by my future self.

    '... Could I really do that?'

    Other dimensions, out-of-the-ordinary beings, war.

    With my personality, I wouldn't believe such nonsense without definitive evidence.

    'Should I record videos?'

    That way, at least it wouldn't be dismissed as nonsense.

    What would be the best and most effective method?

    All my thoughts were premised on giving up on the Biharin and saving my parents.

    It was proof that my mind had already tilted quite significantly.

    Frankly, how many could pass up such an opportunity right in front of them?

    It was only natural for my parents' lives to feel heavier than the countless lives in Biharin and Earth combined.

    'Isn't thinking of loved ones first perfectly normal?'

    I had reached the point of rationalizing my own thoughts.

    Had it been waiting for just this?

    Sudden noise severed my reverie.

    "What?"

    "Oh no!"

    "Ah!"

    Instinctively, I turned towards the source of the sound.

    Children, each holding an ice cream and heading for the playground, were running in panic.

    "Woof! Woof woof!"

    "Kyaaa!"

    A dog's barking could be heard and, in the blink of an eye, things unfolded.

    A child tripped and fell while trying to run away.

    A dog that appeared from out of sight suddenly pounced on the fallen child.

    Seeing that brought back memories of being bitten by a kangal during the first round of the tutorial.

    Among the videos I watched back then, there was one that explained how to deal with ferocious dogs.

    That information rapidly flashed through my mind.

    "Damn it!"

    Without a second thought, I ran towards the fallen child.

    But by that point, the large black dog was already biting the neck of the child, who seemed to be around ten years old, and shaking viciously.

    "Ughhh!"

    "Jihwan!"

    "Mommy!"

    "Help us!"

    The other children with the bitten child had already scattered.

    Ignoring the terrified kids, I reached the scene and immediately threw the recycling bag I was holding.

    The bag flipped in the air and disgorged various PET bottles.

    The dog, distracted by the falling objects, leaped up.

    Fortunately, this caused it to release its grip on the child's neck.

    Although I wanted to check on the child's condition immediately, I couldn't afford to at that moment.

    The dog hadn't completely fled.

    'This isn't good.'

    The reflexes of a human and a dog are different by design.

    Even in the game's tutorial, a dog always appears.

    Yet, fewer than half of the players manage to win against the dog and succeed in the mission.

    At this moment, I had lost all of the player's abilities.

    If that thing decided to bite a person again, it would be hard to dodge.

    Even if I could, what if it went after the child again?

    Completely unphased, the dog charged at me once more, seemingly unfazed by the larger threat of me standing in front of the child.

    Changing its focus from the child to another object was impossible in this scenario.

    So, I offered my left forearm to the direction the dog was coming from.

    "Ugh!"

    As soon as I felt the heat of pain in my arm, I embraced the dog and crushed it under my weight.

    Even then, the dog bit furiously into my arm as if it wouldn't let go.

    But with its movement restricted, I shifted my attention to the child.

    The child, bitten in the neck, lay limp, bleeding profusely.

    "Hey! Can you hear me?"

    I shouted to check for any signs of consciousness, and the child twitched.

    Then he attempted to roll over.

    But then he sagged again, trying to crawl only to collapse once more.

    I was momentarily torn between holding on or killing the dog.

    The dilemma was short-lived. Many adults were watching from nearby after hearing the children's screams, but none were close by.

    'Delay in stopping the bleeding could be dangerous!'

    Feeling the pressure under my right arm as I pressed down on the dog's neck, a cracking sound ensued.

    Soon, the grip on my left arm loosened and I managed to free it.

    Immediately, I rushed to the child.

    The child, who had struggled to stand, was on the verge of toppling headfirst.

    Desperately taking hold of the child's torso, I could see blood flowing profusely from the wound on his neck.

    If an artery had been severed, blood would have spurted out with a burst.

    Convinced it was a small blessing amid misfortune, I shouted loudly.

    "Call 911! We need an ambulance!"

    Unfortunately, I hadn't brought my smartphone out with me.

    "Here! I'm calling, I'm calling!"

    Thankfully, a person on the second floor of a nearby apartment complex was seen making a call.

    "A boy around 10 years old, bitten by a dog on the neck, there's a lot of bleeding!"

    While relaying the child's condition and attempting hemostasis, the child, with his eyes completely unfocused, continued to move weakly.

    "Save, sa-save......me......!"

    Time seemed to slow as the child, clutching my arm, continued mumbling incoherent words.

    Soon the child's parents arrived, and it was another few minutes before the ambulance entered the complex.

    It wasn't until the paramedics approached that I was able to relax and step back.

    It was at this point that I caught sight of my hands.

    'Blood...'

    Though I had long become accustomed to it, today the blood seemed especially vivid.

    Staring blankly at the blood-stained hands as if under a magic, a swirl of indescribable complex emotions welled up.

    From a certain moment, these began to weigh on my blood-stained hands, enveloping me in an all-too-familiar feeling.

    Briefly immersed in this sensation,

    "Hyunwoo!"

    A panicked voice called out.

    Turning my head, I saw my father running toward me, pale with worry.

    As my father approached me, I noticed he was barefoot.

    "What is this, what happened! Are, are you injured?!"

    Shocked by the thought that his child might be hurt, his words were hesitant.

    Perhaps due to the weight I felt on my hands?

    I couldn't meet my father's eyes directly.

    * * *

    "Hyunwoo?"

    Despite the cautious knock, there was no response.

    At that, the two people standing by the door exchanged glances.

    After the sudden dog-bite incident, Hyunwoo had returned from the hospital and locked himself in his room.

    It was something that had never happened once throughout the child's upbringing.

    Hyunwoo had always been the type to resolve issues head-on rather than avoid them.

    The unfamiliarity of the situation was unsettling, and their worry grew.

    Since last week, Hyunwoo had behaved slightly differently from usual.

    Was he deeply shocked by yesterday's incident? Should they offer comfort and support somehow?

    Unshakable worry brought back memories of the tears Hyunwoo had shown days ago.

    Thus, they knocked on the unresponsive door once more.

    "If you don't want to talk, that's okay."

    "We should at least apply a dressing. We need to look at your wound, right?"

    Luckily enough, this time there was movement from the inside.

    Soon after, the door, which had been closed since the previous day, opened.

    Hyunwoo, who emerged, looked a bit gaunt after just one day.

    They had to suppress their rising concern that was lodged in their throats.

    As promised, they checked the wound that remained on Hyunwoo's arm.

    Seeing a gash deep enough to need stitches made their hearts skip a beat.

    But they couldn't scold Hyunwoo, who threw himself to protect a young child.

    Regardless of anything, what Hyunwoo did was praiseworthy.

    Not that they could praise him for being hurt, either.

    What parent would take joy in their child being injured?

    Two ordinary parents, to whom the wound on their child's arm seemed to dwarf that of the child bitten in the neck.

    Therefore, they could neither scold him for acting rashly nor cheer him for his bravery.

    Their complex emotions were the same today.

    Eventually, after re-disinfecting Hyunwoo's wound, the two simply held his hands.

    In response, Hyunwoo clasped their hands with strength in return.

    Then, taking a breath, he spoke.

    "I'm okay."

    His response, made with his usual spirited voice, was the Hyunwoo they knew well.

    The son who was both loved and made them proud.

    Seeing that comforted their worried hearts to some extent.

    Something was clearly going on, but if it was hard to speak about,

    As parents, they could wait endlessly.

    Having resolved to think so, they cautiously tried to bring it up.

    "Do the two of you have plans to go out today?"

    Hyunwoo's voice seemed to waver slightly as he asked.
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    Sunday, august 9, 201X.

    My parents had left to attend the funeral of an acquaintance's father.

    'The funeral hall was in Hwaseong City, wasn't it...'

    Once again, the notification of a funeral had come from an acquaintance.

    Until just yesterday morning, I was contemplating how to prevent my parents from leaving today.

    If I had succeeded, there would have been no accident on the way to the funeral hall, and the twins and I would have gotten our parents back.

    I even had the perfect excuse—being bitten by a dog—that had arisen at just the right time.

    If I had wanted to, I could have stopped them from leaving the house under these circumstances.

    "Are you really sure about this?"

    "They are the kind of people who would understand if we explain the situation. It must have been a great shock, so having us by their side is..."

    Nonetheless, I squeezed out my voice as I watched my parents dressed in black standing by the front door.

    "... It's okay."

    The words "no, please don't go" rushed to the tip of my tongue as I battled the urge.

    But swallowing those words instead of voicing them was made possible by yesterday's memory.

    - Save me, sa... Save...!

    A tiny hand desperately clinging to me and the warmth of flowing blood.

    Perhaps that helped me regain my sanity.

    The thought that I had to soak Biharin's land with that blood to save my parents snapped me back to my senses.

    No matter how much I missed them, I couldn't sacrifice someone else as a mere offering for the safety of my family and me.

    It was only yesterday that I recollected this simple truth, which I had lost in deep longing.

    When I set aside my emotions and thought rationally, the reason why I shouldn't choose my parents became clear.

    'Even if they survive, it won't significantly impact this war.'

    Even if I prevented their scheduled deaths today, who knows if another accident would occur a few years later?

    In that scenario, I would have lost the forces I could have saved with the Biharin and lost my parents again, making the worst possible choice.

    I couldn't make such a foolish mistake, blinded by the greed of regaining what I had already lost.

    The worst of the worst of the worst.

    As I concocted various scenarios, reasons not to choose my parents abounded.

    And likewise, there were countless reasons to save the Biharin.

    Shamel and Gretman, along with the apostles of each order and the powerful ones resting in the Atar Empire.

    My parents wouldn't be part of the future I could protect by having them.

    Although I came back after a long week of struggle, it was time to acknowledge it.

    Having made up my mind, I shouldn't look back.

    "Take care."

    Pressing my eyes closed and opening them again, I spoke.

    "Have a safe journey."

    "Have a safe journey!"

    "Have a safe journey! Mom, bring me a sushi roll when you come back!"

    The twins echoed my farewell to our parents.

    "Alright, alright, I got it."

    Our parents stroked each of our cheeks once before turning away.

    Never did I think I would see that rear view twice.

    It felt so surreal, almost unreal.

    I stood still at the front door where they'd departed.

    Their last image kept flashing before my eyes.

    I had to muster all my strength to suppress the impulse to chase after and stop them now.

    I kept telling myself over and over that this was right, that I made the right choice.

    But no matter how many times I tried to convince myself, my crumbling heart betrayed me.

    To forgo the opportunity to save them with my own hands felt like torment.

    It was torment disguised as hope. Truly dreadful.

    As I stayed frozen in place, unable to leave, Yeonwoo and Jinwoo anxiously tugged at my clothes.

    "O, older brother..."

    "Why are you crying, older brother...?"

    I must have been crying at some point.

    Without uttering a word, I reached out and stroked the small heads of my little siblings.

    The news of our parents' accident arrived two hours later.

    It was only then that everything vanished like smoke.

    I returned to that white space where the trial began.

    Tap, tap.

    In the space that should have been quiet, the sound of someone's footsteps echoed.

    I turned with tear-stained eyes toward the direction of the sound.

    It was a woman who had stopped a couple of steps away from me.

    A long, flowing skirt. Long black hair. Golden eyes.

    The immense divinity emanating from her was familiar.

    I called her name, chewing on each syllable.

    "Palao."

    Before me stood Palao.

    There was no time to ponder how she, who had supposedly vanished, stood here.

    As I took in the sight of a seemingly shocked and pale Palao, my demeanor instinctively sharpened.

    Thunk!

    Reaching out, I gripped Palao's neck roughly and murmured in a low voice.

    "Are you satisfied?"

    "Were you happy to watch me be taken away and plotted against for the future of your own accord?"

    "Does seeing me stand by and allow my parents to die soothe your soul?"

    At least tell me why you forced such a cruel decision upon me.

    I showered the presence before me with unhidden resentment and hatred.

    "It's because only by going through that pathway do you make the choice I desire..."

    As Palao muttered words that were ambiguous between a justification and an explanation, her body slowly collapsed.

    Barely releasing my grip on her neck, I lowered her with a scowl.

    Flump.

    Palao knelt at my feet, her voice trembling.

    "Please, save..."

    Or rather, it wasn't a plea, but a supplication.

    "You were the only one."

    In countless branches of possibility and probability, I had saved the most lives, she claimed.

    "In other cases, others could only save a few hundred or a few thousand, but you were different."

    Having seen that future with her own eyes.

    "If necessary, I'll offer my life, the divinity accumulated over a lifetime, and the status attained through effort."

    So please, let them live.

    Listening to Palao's desperate plea as she lay prostrate like a servant, my mind felt like it was burning white-hot.

    Clenching my teeth and keeping my silence, Palao's image vanished.

    I was left in the lonely space shaped like a grand statue and temple modeled after her form.

    Immediately, a message window opened and updated in my line of sight.

    「The Inheritance Candidate has completed the selection.」

    「The trial ends.」

    「The attribute limitation for the Inheritance Candidate is lifted.」

    Originally, a pop-up would have appeared asking if I wanted to inherit Palao's divinity.

    Absorbing that and then escaping this damned space had been the basic pattern repeated so far.

    This time, the result was slightly different.

    「All trials are concluded.」

    「The Inheritance Candidate inherits Palao's divinity.」

    「The title 'Sprout of Divinity' evolves into 'Sapling of Divinity.'」

    「The trait Inheritance Candidate changes to Palao's Successor.」

    「Inheriting the divinity of the bereft Palao.」

    Before the message could finish, an immense divinity poured over like a tidal wave, and my consciousness began to fade.

    * * *

    "Mefe!"

    Meferoseta's hair, cascading like a peach blossom; the striking gold eyes that seemed to leave a trail when they moved, the eyes slightly pointing upwards, and an aloof expression.

    Even after such a long time, everything about the sister with whom she had shared so much remained unchanged.

    Palao warmly smiled as Meferoseta turned to glance at her.

    "Have you been well?"

    "Does it look like I've been well? Can't you see I'm busy getting rid of the vermin?"

    She was still just as grumpy.

    "Your jurisdiction must be busy too, right?"

    Instead of directly stating her business, she beat around the bush, which was as ever her way of speaking.

    'It's natural to try to hide when you see so much.'

    Palao never quite liked Meferoseta's subtle way of speaking.

    Palao herself wasn't skilled at discerning others' intentions, plus it was challenging to interpret her roundabout speech.

    Frankly, she preferred the straightforwardness of Karlos, even if lately all his comments were about canceling contracts or that the annihilation of dimensions was inevitable and a waste of time."

    Thinking of Karlos, whom she had met not long ago, Palao swallowed a sigh and said,

    "I have a proposal."

    "A proposal?"

    "Yes, you know staving off and killing like this endlessly won't lead us anywhere."

    So how about searching for a way to overcome this impending destruction?

    "We can see possibilities and probabilities. Perhaps together, we might find hope."

    "Even if it doesn't show exactly what we want."

    "Still, there's a chance, right? Then we should try as much as we can."

    "You haven't changed at all."

    From Meferoseta's perspective, Palao's optimism, believing that anything was achievable with effort, was overwhelming.

    Despite spending so long mastering the ability to glimpse the future, Meferoseta herself had no hope for the days to come.

    Palao could only see the possibilities someone possessed and believed in a hopeful future.

    Not truly understanding it, Meferoseta shook her head.

    Soon after, she pondered deeply.

    Merely blocking and killing like this would not end matters.

    'Though the collaboration arranged with a newly connected dimension is promising.'

    The holes that reappeared each day and the monsters emerging from them were staggering in number.

    They were hard-pressed trying to manage the situation unfolding before them.

    They couldn't just sit idly by, relying on support from gods of other worlds.

    'Maybe it's right to find a breakthrough as Palao suggested, while there's a brief respite.'

    Fortunately, their power matched well with Palao's.

    Both were connected to the domain of 'predestination', which could look into the uncertain future.

    Their powers, however, were not completely the same.

    Palao could find those with potential to become kings, though it wasn't certain they'd all become such.

    It was straightforwardly a look at possibilities, leading to wildly different endings depending on the effort.

    Considering the uncertain variables was a must.

    Meanwhile, Meferoseta could see those with the highest probability of becoming kings.

    She maximized the exclusion or fixing of uncertain variables.

    Even this was an imperfect power, as the variables she had ruled out were excessively numerous.

    Yet, together, by using their authority, a rather clear glimpse of the future could be obtained.

    'It's because the direction of their conclusions can lessen the uncertainty.'

    Of course, there was the downside of significant divinity consumption and long recovery times.

    'The knights are holding off the monsters quite well, so there should be time to recuperate.'

    After long deliberation, Meferoseta nodded.

    "Alright, let's try this."

    With that, Palao beamed and pulled Meferoseta along.

    Palao had no doubt in her mind that she would find the right path, just as she always did with her sister.

    Eventually, Palao initiated the use of her authority, and Meferoseta followed.

    A rapidly dawning future unfurled before them.

    Torn lands and shattered dimensions.

    Mages who had turned their backs on them.

    To say nothing of kingdoms and cities getting destroyed in the blink of an eye.

    Palao could hardly believe what she saw.

    But after scrutinizing it several times, the essence of the future remained consistent.

    This brought clarity.

    'Immutability.'

    Even within an uncertain future, there were elements that never changed.

    The current state made it clear that Biharin's downfall was unavoidable.

    What remained open to change were aspects outside of it.

    Such as the timeline of the fall or the number of survivors post-collapse.

    Palao, in her shock, hastily broadened her view.

    People wore familiar emblem patterns, wandering around.

    Among them, she spotted a man gazing ambiguously up at her statue.

    At that moment, the future twisted and began chasing a single possibility.
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    Among the potential futures Palao aimed to realize, the one with the highest probability was before her eyes.

    The future she now saw was precisely that one.

    The man tirelessly pushed himself beyond limits, appearing as if he'd collapse any moment, killing others who bore the same face as his own.

    He was surrounded by people among massive boulders of shapes he had never seen before.

    The people around him knelt, their bodies trembling.

    For some reason, his past was revealed, showing two small children and two adults, with the man seated among them.

    — Damn it.......

    People approached a white orb, only to evaporate upon contact.

    The crowd that packed outside the city wall was dense, with a doleful atmosphere permeating between them.

    Suddenly, the air tore with a ripping sound.

    - Evacuate.

    The eyes of the man who stepped out from within were golden, just like hers.

    As soon as she verified the sight, everything vanished.

    "Ah!"

    Palao, stunned by the shocking conclusion, opened her eyes wide.

    The man she had seen in the future was standing dazed, with tear marks not yet wiped off.

    Unlike the fragmentary pieces seen through authority, this was a real, complete presence.

    She was observing him directly from the future.

    'Time and space have merged.'

    It was a rare phenomenon occurring due to the repercussions when a great force disrupted causality.

    Although rare, she had experienced it once before as well.

    It was a phenomenon destined to be resolved soon by the intervention of causality detecting the anomaly.

    Moving as if possessed, Palao approached him with a shuddering body.

    Eventually, it seemed he noticed her presence too.

    "Palao."

    His eyes, stained with resentment and hatred, seemed chillingly like he wished to tear her apart.

    "Are you satisfied?"

    The moment he grasped her neck, Palao knew what she had to do.

    Seeing the potential future that this choice could manifest, she knelt without hesitation.

    "Please, save......"

    Even one more pitiful life in this world.

    "Please save, please save......"

    As she pleaded so desperately, time and space restored their place.

    Left alone in reality, Palao shed tears with a desolate expression.

    "......"

    The fact that the future awaiting them was nothing but destruction was hard to accept.

    'I can't just sit here idly, knowing this.'

    There was still a way to save the fragile lives they were protecting.

    Wiping her tears, Palao stood and called out to Meferoseta.

    "Mefe, we must quickly report what we just saw......"

    But before she could finish her sentence, Meferoseta, who had been looking down at her feet, moved.

    In an instant, the sharply honed divinity of Meferoseta pierced through Palao.

    It was an attack with clear intent to kill.

    "Ah!"

    Palao could not effectively respond to the sudden assault.

    Palao, looking down at her chest pierced by Meferoseta's arm, asked in a trembling voice.

    "Wh-why......?"

    With eyes filled with malice, the pale Meferoseta replied.

    "After all I've done to climb this high, I refuse to be extinguished by the likes of that human."

    Before she could even ask what she meant by that, Meferoseta's assault continued.

    * * *

    'So Palao was extinguished due to internal conflict.'

    Since I never had a good view of the 7 Great Gods, it wasn't a big surprise.

    It was a little surprising that Meferoseta, not Agnotia, caused the stir, but that was it.

    I examined the scenes somehow imprinted on my memory, the records of Palao, a bit more closely.

    Thanks to that, I could certainly learn what happened right before the first gate opened.

    Despite Meferoseta's sudden attack, Palao narrowly escaped with her life.

    She later went to seek Karlos while concealing her wounds.

    - The idea that mortal fate is beautiful ultimately stems from notions originating from your viewpoint where extinction is possible, not mine.

    - If you wish to save mortals, accomplish it with your own power.

    A voice, indifferent, responded coldly as if irritated.

    Then, Palao realized Karlos was utterly spent.

    'She accepted she could no longer hope for his mercy.'

    Suffering injuries that made avoiding obliteration difficult, Palao devised a cunning plan.

    She dangled a bait that would tempt Karlos.

    'If you transfer your status and divinity to me intact, Biharin may perish more quickly......'

    It wasn't incorrect.

    If all the life on this land were to escape to Earth, it meant there would be no one left to resist the monstrous entities.

    That ultimately leads to a shocking conclusion that they could inhabit this dimension faster.

    Karlos took the bait and directly intervened to transfer Palao's divinity and status to me.

    'It's absurd.'

    Both Palao and Karlos managed to achieve what they sought through this absurd arrangement.

    I, who got caught in their choice, had a different story.

    'This kind of power, I never desired it.'

    I was unilaterally burdened with it due to a potentially higher possibility than anyone else.

    As a result, millions of lives were in my hands, and I was pressured to save them.

    "I didn't think there could be someone more damned than the system......"

    I sighed and rose to my feet.

    Though not completely unaware, and somewhat anticipated, the shock wasn't severe.

    I led my weary body, not having engaged in intense combat, and assessed my condition.

    'The quantity is daunting.'

    Comparing it to what I had gained before, the sheer amount of divinity now dormant within me was jaw-droppingly ample.

    If broken down, the ratio was one-tenth acquired before, nine-tenths now.

    Furthermore, I absorbed the status Palao accumulated along with the divinity.

    As a result, even the title, which seemed a distant hope to evolve, finally advanced, though I still lacked authority.

    'I've got the fuel and license, but there's no car to drive.'

    I had to hold onto so much without being able to use it, and it was frustrating the more I thought about it.

    Even if I gave a handful to the system for new selection purposes, there seemed to be enough left.

    Despite my regret, I was unable to easily relinquish it and fairly haphazardly attempted various trials with the divinity.

    "Oh."

    I discovered the divinity could mix with attribute mana.

    I observed the golden spark that bloomed on my palm for a moment.

    What distinguished this from ordinary attribute mana?

    How potent was this power?

    Could magic be implemented using this?

    The answer to a slew of trailing questions could only be sought through direct experimentation.

    Yet, before I could attempt anything, a sudden chilling sensation struck my spine.

    A gaze slicing through me, as if dissecting me, froze my entire body stiff.

    Though no one particularly gave me a hint, I instinctively realized the origin of the sensation.

    'This is causality.'

    Just as a newborn instinctively learns to spit out amniotic fluid and breathe, I too underwent this natural process.

    That was neither a living being nor a will.

    Causality lacked emotion or personality; it merely maintained the flow for existence as a rule.

    'And according to that rule, from this moment, the boundary I may breach ends right here.'

    It extended no further than mixing divinity with attribute mana.

    Pushing beyond to employ this power was not permitted for me.

    If I infringed upon that unauthorized domain, causality would remove me.

    'It feels like walking on thin ice.'

    I somewhat grasped what Gretman meant.

    One misstep and I risked being swiftly snuffed.

    Deeply sighing, I dispersed the divinity.

    As the golden spark that bloomed on my palm disappeared, so did the observing sensation of causality.

    Though disappointing not to ascertain the real strength of this new power,

    I decided not to be anxious, knowing I could test it with more accumulated status.

    'For now, let's move on.'

    As always, to do so meant burrowing upward to the surface.

    The aftermath of these trials was impeccably terrible.

    'Having to dig my way out every time.'

    Seriously, what was Karlos thinking burying Palao's divinity entirely underground?

    Lamenting my plight as I dug forward toward the surface, once numerous game functions were restored, I couldn't help but jolt my shoulders.

    There was a presence rushing right at me.

    Chop chop chop.

    Systematic hands were groping around my body urgently.

    'Indeed, I told it not to touch mindlessly, didn't I?'

    This perverted entity clearly had no intention of heeding my words at all.

    Unable to let it continue, a stern grip banished the system's persistent hands.

    Afterward, I focused beyond its presence.

    'Karlos......'

    That far-off, watching presence was undoubtedly Karlos.

    Fortunately, the other gods, including Agnotia and Meferoseta, were completely absent.

    The problem was that others prepared for my welcome party in place of the absent gods.

    "...... Teeming indeed."

    Black dots practically teemed across the map.

    So many, it entirely obscured the geographic markers.

    'Did they sense the divinity?'

    Alternatively, was it that the trial's space happened to be made right beneath them?

    Regardless of the reason, it was an overwhelming quantity for me to handle alone.

    Even if I poured potions and extended the fight emphasizing melee combat, it wouldn't be simple.

    'Especially that one just above.'

    The scale of mana sensed through detection magic was massive.

    Comparing to the average mana of a nemesis-rank entity, the difference was clear.

    "Legion Commander level......"

    The entity held position, openly displaying its mana without a hint of concealment.

    I felt like it was waiting for me to emerge.

    Handling that along with the high resistance evolved species and general-ranked opponents would be too much with the insufficient attribute mana.

    While contemplating how to proceed, a memory surfaced.

    - I guessed as much. Is your god looking out for you?

    - It would be possible to obscure causality.

    Reflecting on the conversations with Gretman.

    A hypothesis arose.

    'Could I use the system's support to expend divinity?'

    If nothing else, it was worth conducting a single test.

    "Hey, system. Mask the causality."

    Even though it was an unilateral notification, the system quickly responded.

    「Trait Capitalism is activated.」

    「The system switches to a support type. Support target: player Kang Hyunwoo.」

    Seeing the message, I recreated the golden spark.

    As before, I sensed causality observing me.

    The system apparently couldn't completely detach me from causality.

    However.

    'It's somewhat subdued?'

    It felt like the focus of causality lessened.

    In other words, the boundary, the range I could maneuver, expanded.

    'This changes everything.'

    I didn't exactly know its power, but after all, it's divine strength.

    There are scholarly opinions suggesting it should be viewed as a force one step above 5th-rank mana.

    'Just like rank 5 Lightning mana is more potent than 2nd rank Fire mana.'

    Doubting this new power's efficacy would be pointless.

    In the worst-case scenario, ensuring my escape alone should be feasible.

    'It's definitely worth trying.'

    Again, I drilled upward, vigorously ascending.

    Finally, holding a one-time use artifact capable of ultimate defense for unexpected surprises, I reached the surface.

    "Huh."

    For the first time, I witnessed a scenery unseen until then.
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    The small ones lined up first, followed by larger ones, and above the monsters' heads, a myriad of black stars were densely packed.

    Not a single mere mob was in sight; the entire legion was composed of Evolved Species.

    It was inevitable that I felt momentarily overwhelmed by their majesty.

    "I want to express my gratitude."

    Of course, there was no time to keep dwelling on that.

    When I looked to where the voice had come from, an oddly shaped creature was standing there.

    "For saving me the trouble of bringing divinity."

    I found myself tilting my head involuntarily when I saw the creature.

    'Ventri race?'

    Having pursued Irel and examined their corpses several times, it was impossible not to recognize them.

    They were overall shaped like trees, but they had arms and legs, walking upright, and their facial features like eyes, nose, and mouth were distinct.

    The difference?

    'It's small.'

    The corpses I had seen were usually 5 meters tall, with larger ones exceeding 10 meters.

    Yet this creature seemed to be only about 1.2 meters tall.

    Moreover, its eyes were red like those of the monsters.

    It even had black stars above its head, just like the other Evolved Species.

    'Five in the upper row, five in the lower row, a total of 10.'

    By all appearances, it was of legion commander rank, yet at the same time, a Ventri.

    'Though Biharin do not get treated as monsters even if they betray.'

    From the color of the dots on the map, one could clearly distinguish between blue and black.

    Why does this creature appear as a black dot while having the appearance of a Biharin?

    The question was clear, but I wasn't foolish enough to get caught up in it right before the battle.

    I didn't reject the suitable level of tension that started rising in me before the fight.

    'When I first met a nemesis-rank, I was on the brink of death.'

    I was somewhat looking forward to what the first encounter with a legion commander would feel like.

    While I was preparing for battle, the legion commander pulled up the corners of his lips, as if trying to smile.

    "Aren't you going to give me a reply?"

    I decided to smile back and offer a response.

    "Well, thank you too."

    "Why?"

    "For kindly coming here yourself to offer your status."

    Though I could currently rely on the system's help, there was no guarantee it would be available for me until everything was settled.

    Getting accustomed to and relying on external help wasn't good.

    If the entity you're leaning on doesn't reach out during a crisis, you could crumble.

    'Moreover, I'm resorting to all kinds of expedients.'

    With war looming over Earth, I had to stand on my own as swiftly as possible by whatever means necessary.

    'When I can freely traverse the limit set by causality with my own abilities without the system's help...'

    I could be able to use mana mixed with divinity as I please.

    To achieve that, I needed to steal even more status, and it was fortunate that a creature with status had walked right up to me.

    It was indeed a thankful situation in many ways.

    'I wonder how much my status will increase if I capture the legion commander.'

    During the exchange of a few greetings, I spun the spear I held in my pre-warmed body.

    "Do you have more to say?"

    Swing, swoosh.

    The creature shrugged its shoulders as it watched the movement of the spear slicing through the air.

    "Isn't it a bit hasty? I thought we could at least exchange names."

    "Names?"

    "Yes, I am Hoel..."

    "A mixed breed has a name?"

    Of course, I didn't let it finish.

    It was clear enough that it was something mixed between the Ventri race and the monsters.

    The outer appearance might just be a façade, or it could have been an experiment made by Irel, or perhaps it was a hybrid from birth.

    It was impossible to accurately deduce its identity with the information I had, but it didn't matter.

    'Ultimately, it needs to be killed regardless.'

    If there was a need to uncover the creature's identity, I could bring its corpse and have the priests of Finelpenia read its record.

    As I hurled out taunts laced with scorn and disdain, the face of the legion commander Hoel twisted.

    Not that it was noticeable since its skin was like tree bark.

    Before it could react to anything I said, I taunted it once more.

    "You've probably already learned about me, and I'm not at all curious about your name. What good is knowing the name of someone who's going to die?"

    Across enemy lines, notably among the monsters and mages who could think, I must have been quite a famous figure.

    Considering that they sought to annihilate the mages at the tower and had read their records.

    Killing a solid Divine Container was not allowed, so they must have grudgingly acknowledged me.

    "A rogue without honor and etiquette."

    The laugh that flowed from my lips was genuine.

    "Aren't you embarrassed to talk about honor when you've come rushing with a crowd?"

    "Ah, were you upset because of my subordinates?"

    Then it said it would make it so the underlings couldn't interfere.

    With a casual flick of what appeared to be its wooden fingers, the Evolved Species retreated.

    "Huh."

    A truly arrogant decision to willingly forfeit the advantageous conditions.

    Of course, as for me, who had to kill it, I had no reason to correct its arrogance.

    If it wanted to indulge in its self-importance like some kind of aristocrat, so be it.

    "That's quite gracious of you."

    With none of the sincerity contained in the thanks I conveyed, I raised my hand.

    Then, reshaping my fingers into a beckoning gesture, I continued to provoke, and the corners of Hoel's mouth rose sharply as if ready to split.

    "I'll let you have the first move."

    So confident, it was clear it was hiding some kind of trump card.

    'Must be authority.'

    Legion commanders typically lead large armies and are said to possess special abilities that make them troublesome to deal with unless faced by an apostle.

    Cratoll once muttered about it.

    Even without knowing what its authority was, blindly initiating the attack wasn't the best option.

    'I'll take the risk.'

    I had a trump card as well.

    Confirming the presence of the Damned System quietly watching my back, I curled my lips upward.

    "Then, I won't hold back."

    As soon as I responded with a bright smile, I began arranging my mana.

    'There's no mana scent.'

    It was evidently concealing it thoroughly.

    However, whatever mana it might have, the fact that its body was based on wood remained unchanged.

    I thought that setting up a field in my favor, which would disadvantage it, was a good first move.

    Thanks to stockpiling Elemental Stones continuously until the auction feature was gone, my attribute mana had already exceeded 400,000.

    Crack!

    As such, I signaled the start of the battle with a Flame Strike, which had become my trademark.

    "It burns well."

    Hoel, having conceded the first move to me, ended up with white flowers spreading on its left arm.

    Of course, I had no chance to revel in the enemy's injury.

    The creature promptly cut off its arm where the fire had attached itself.

    Wriggle.

    Immediately after, I saw something vine-like wriggling from Hoel's shoulder.

    '... Does it grow?'

    The vine lengthened and thickened quickly, taking on a form similar to a whip. Its speed was substantial.

    'It means it can regenerate.'

    Despite the white flowers blooming, it appeared unflustered, likely because of the regenerative capability.

    While I carefully observed the creature's characteristics, I drank a potion to accelerate the recovery speed of the consumed mana.

    Once the replenishment was completed on both sides at almost the same time, Hoel swung its elongated arm.

    'It's fast!'

    I immediately used acceleration, redirecting the long whip-like arm with my spear while deflecting it at an angle.

    Boom!

    Hoel's arm, having failed to reach me, was driven into the ground.

    The ground shook as if an earthquake was occurring, and the newly made arm had the white flowers spreading over it again.

    "Want me to count how long you can keep creating them?"

    Before my mockery had ended, long vine shoots burst from the creature's arms again.

    The moment I released attribute mana around me, the white flowers fed on the mana and spread in flames.

    Using attribute mana as a wick, essentially.

    Naturally, the vine tendrils aiming at me burned.

    "Argh..."

    For a moment, I grimaced and held my breath.

    A foul stench mixed with the smoke that was thick around me.

    But I was already in a situation where I had inhaled the smoke.

    「You have been infected by #@&|**. The pathogen has begun multiplying.」

    「Quickly purify the pathogen.」

    「Warning」

    If #@&|** is not purified, a forced termination will be executed.

    Time limit: 00:15:00

    Unsurprisingly, an infection message appeared.

    'He turned the field I set against me.'

    Although annoying, it wasn't a significant threat.

    I had gotten quite used to purifying pathogens even amidst battles.

    Continuously dodging or parrying Hoel's ongoing attack, I purified the pathogens in real time.

    Meanwhile, the creature added vines to its right arm as well, increasing the quantity of things I needed to dodge.

    Swish, boom, kaboom!

    The vines from the left arm swung horizontally, while the new shoots from the right arm splintered into multiple strands, falling like rain in the air.

    I scattered attribute mana like a wick again.

    Compared to the relatively thin falling spikes, the flames consumed them quickly.

    However, the vine flying from the side aiming to cut me in half had a thickness matching my waist.

    I focused my mana into the spear.

    Then, I severed the vine whip shrouded in white flowers coming through the air towards me.

    Crash!

    The lengthy vine flew off making loud noises.

    Meanwhile, the small vines, all burnt away, regenerated and came rushing at me.

    'Endless.'

    No matter how many times I repeated cutting and burning, there was no end.

    Objectively, it was not an easy opponent.

    'The growth speed of those vines is faster than expected.'

    Without the acceleration ability, I would probably have been hit several times.

    However, with ample combat experience, I managed to handle it.

    'Kerak is within predictable limits, and its pure physical combat power isn't vastly different from a nemesis-rank.'

    Just as 7 or 8-star general-rank creatures predominantly differ based on their use of Kerak, could the relation between nemesis-rank and legion commander-rank be similar?

    'This level of pure physical combat capability could feasibly be handled by a raid consisting of three platinum-rank without attributes who have reached domination stage.'

    In terms of physical strength, that's about where it stood.

    Yet, real-world battle scenarios always pose uncertainties, and in this situation, its authority was the greatest variable.

    'Despite staying in one spot, it has yet to use any magic. Could it be related to authority?'

    Skillfully dodging the whip-like vines, I tried to derive information about its authority.

    But it seemed to show zero interest in revealing its hand first.

    'Dragging out the time like this is meaningless.'

    I had no choice but to provoke its card into the open first.

    Swiftly stepping lightly on the ground, I unleashed the Lightning Prison.

    The lightning that tore through and rapidly advanced across the ground instantly enveloped the creature.

    "Argh!"

    Zap!

    The light that erupted from the countless sparks was so intense that it stung the eyes.

    'Being wood-based, I don't know how effective the electrocution effect might be, though.'

    Judging from its charred body, it must have felt an impact.

    I pushed off the ground and leaped into the air.

    To chop the charcoal-burnt creature into firewood, I thrust my spear downwards from above with great force.

    At the same time, the shadow from Hoel's feet undulated, giving me an unshakable sense of foreboding.

    In a brief moment of confusion, the identity of this feeling was unexpectedly clear.

    'Agnotia...?'

    Amidst my surprise at the sudden realization, the shadow began to swell as if it were alive.

    Then, it swallowed my shadow completely.
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    It was not me that Hoel's shadow swallowed, but rather my own shadow.

    Yet, all my senses were cut off immediately after.

    I couldn't see anything, hear anything, and I couldn't feel anything.

    I tried to assess the situation while maintaining my composure and staying as calm as possible.

    'Getting flustered won't help at all.'

    I had approached, anticipating something might happen from the start.

    All I needed to do was remain calm and respond appropriately.

    Though I didn't know precisely what this phenomenon was, I was sure it was related to his authority.

    It was no coincidence that this happened after I got within a certain distance.

    'That shadow moved right before it; maybe it's related?'

    Was that why the shadow had been so persistently staying put?

    While I was driving my mind to analyze the situation unfolding before my eyes.

    「You foolish creature.」

    A cheesy villain's line I had only seen in comic books as a child reached my ears.

    「This place is within my shadow.」

    Instead of a sound coming into my ears, the words pierced directly into my mind.

    「What awaits you in this place, where no physical entity is allowed, is unending hunger and despair.」

    Listening to the voice that seemed to anchor itself firmly with a low tone, an old memory surfaced.

    During my childhood, I often asked my father, puzzled, while watching villain characters.

    - Dad, why do they explain all their abilities like that?

    - Is it because they want their weaknesses to be discovered and be defeated?

    At this question, my father had flipped through a complex expression while reading topics related to the development of child sensitivity.

    Of course, I didn't think I was the odd one.

    In fact, I considered my curiosity to be entirely logical.

    After all, such rhetoric only served to provide the enemy with more information.

    Thanks to Hoel's explanation, my doubts turned into certainty.

    'Shadow, eh?'

    I still couldn't understand the psychology of boastfully bragging about one's abilities.

    Thanks to it, though, I had gained an advantage, and so I saw no need to point it out.

    It took a few seconds to manifest the spear, which I was not yet entirely familiar with.

    Blue sparks flashed from all directions, the light growing brighter with the contribution of mana.

    Even though a light source appeared in my hand, the shadow space remained unchanged.

    'Maybe because it's authority?'

    Given that it's an ability that can defy causality, it might be challenging to influence it with typical attribute mana.

    'Then I just need to use a corresponding power.'

    As I exhaled a deep breath, divinity seeped into my attribute mana.

    While continuously observing the causality reaction, I pushed to my limit.

    「W-What is this!」

    Eventually, beyond the golden-light-emitting spear, the dark space began to ripple.

    My lips curled up involuntarily.

    A shadow is created when light is obstructed by an object.

    'And light fundamentally travels in a straight line.'

    Which means a shadow forms opposite the direction light travels.

    This is common knowledge known by all.

    'Perhaps these natural phenomena fall within the rules of causality.'

    As long as I create a light source in the space where I'm trapped, the shadow would have to move to the opposite side.

    The shadow itself seemed to be made with power that could defy causality like divinity.

    And I could use divinity that matched that power.

    'It really works.'

    The light emitted by the spear that turned from blue to gold pushed the shadow blocking my senses to the opposite side.

    Thanks to that, the view that had turned pitch black began to regain part of its color in splotches.

    I could see the outside through the parts where the shadow receded.

    At that moment, Hoel began to unleash more of that unpleasant power I sensed in Agnotia, but,

    Thunk

    It was at a time when I had already dealt a critical blow to him.

    I had thrown the golden spear, which emitted divinity and lightning, like a divine bolt of Zeus from Norse Mythology, through the torn shadow space.

    "Kee-aahh!"

    Struck by it, Hoel let out an ear-piercing shriek.

    As a result, all the remaining shadows disintegrated.

    Plumes of acrid smoke began to rise from Hoel's body.

    "Agh!"

    Immediately after, he even vomited black blood.

    But instead of feeling joy, I frowned.

    'Why won't it just die already, persistent creature.'

    Hoel wasn't dead yet.

    "You coward... you were hiding your strength!"

    Wasn't he the one hiding his authority too?

    How could one live with such a skewed mindset to utter such nonsense?

    Although it was an absurd remark hardly different from a forced excuse, I didn't waste any time responding.

    I gracefully descended and resumed my charge towards him.

    'Press the advantage while he's wounded!'

    The golden sparks gathered on the spear tip gleamed brilliantly, aiming for Hoel's torso.

    At that moment, dozens of wooden tendrils sprouted from Hoel's body, intertwining to build a giant wall.

    Yet, through the gaps, there was just one spot I could target with my spear.

    'Pierce through!'

    While driving my power, I increased my velocity to ensure he couldn't dodge.

    Just when my muscles swelled as I thrust my right arm with full force.

    Without any forewarning, the perception of time slowed.

    It felt like every moment was unfolding in slow motion.

    And within that bizarre situation, plop, plop, plop.

    Ripples started forming in the empty air.

    A phenomenon like raindrops hitting the surface of water.

    Knowing well what this signified, my teeth clenched.

    'Taking the vanguard role in the enemy frontlines was Karklein.'

    His role was to artificially tear open dimensional holes to create entry points.

    So in a place like Biharin, where he resided, popping out suddenly like that wouldn't be too hard for him.

    Thus, he must be intervening again like this.

    The moment I realized Karklein was intervening, it was already in progress.

    I couldn't stop him, and the Damned System only used the ripple-like phenomenon as a means of warning me.

    Since the system couldn't directly stop his intervention, I had to deal with it on my own.

    'Out of standard, vanguard, hole, system, limit, causality...'

    I hadn't articulated my thoughts into clear words or sentences.

    Just a few fragmented scenes flashed through my mind, which was enough to alter my target.

    Shifting the trajectory of my spear, I set my gaze on the widening air.

    That black hand, which burst forth, was well-known to me.

    The same hand that had appeared when Jang Cheon-yu was killed, and when Illyr was taken.

    The black, child-sized hand was pierced by a spear pulsating with golden sparkles.

    "----!"

    A piercing scream ruptured my eardrums, causing blood to flow from my ears.

    Yet instead of retreating, I pulled on the spear impaled through the hand, like reeling in a fish caught on a line.

    At the same time, I started funneling divinity into a spear newly formed in my left hand.

    Pressing beyond the limits confirmed when escaping Hoel's shadow earlier, I pushed more divinity into the spear.

    Flash, flash.

    Before long, the fiercely sparking golden spear left my hand.

    Its destination was the hole in the air.

    More precisely, the coward hiding inside, keen on extracting only what he wished not to lose.

    Thunk

    The sound of the spear penetrating something was followed by another scream.

    But the ongoing scream was abruptly cut short as the hole shut tight.

    The hooks of air that had spread now closed, and the hand protruding outward snapped off.

    Regardless of this, I fixed my spear-capped lance onto Hoel again.

    Crack.

    The spear embedded in the bark thrust through from the other side, impaling Hoel completely.

    All of this occurred in just a brief moment, one or two seconds at most.

    When everything concluded, I stopped, the spear still driven into Hoel.

    Having thrust divinity beyond my limit, driven by the sole aim of striking the Karklein.

    Breaking the rule of causality that should not have been crossed without rightful authority.

    The causality that sensed this infringement surged towards me with terrifying speed.

    Its intention was starkly evident.

    It would exclude me. From this land, from this world!

    I couldn't resist at all with my strength.

    If I had been alone, a single misstep would've ended everything today.

    In the domain where causality intercedes directly, I was no more than a tiny, insignificant being that could well bear the adjective 'feeble'.

    However, thankfully, I had a final safeguard.

    As causality surged to exclude me, a familiar presence intervened between thes causality and me.

    Immediately afterward, both presences vanished simultaneously.

    Slumping down heavily, cold sweat streamed down my body.

    "Hah, hah..."

    Though I had acted trusting the Damned System from the start, I couldn't help but shiver at the close call.

    Once again, I realized starkly through this ordeal that I had ventured into a domain where one wrong step could lead to death.

    'Divinity, divine status, and authority...'

    Handling a great power not originally granted to me demanded careful deliberation and prudence.

    Swiping the sweat off my drenched face, I promptly pushed off the ground.

    Sensing Hoel's death, the creatures waiting in ambush outside the white flower began moving all at once.

    "Screek!"

    "Rawr!"

    Even though Hoel had died, the legion surrounding me was still intact.

    Avoiding direct clashes with them, I ascended to a higher vantage point.

    Indeed, although flying creatures pursued me, their numbers weren't significant.

    After dealing with them, I finally had the leisure to re-examine the situation.

    'I absorbed mana, and the message regarding seizing status also appeared as expected.'

    The scream that reverberated before the gap closed was no hallucination.

    'He's definitely been hit.'

    Perhaps due to the injury, Karklein might find it more challenging to open a hole to Earth.

    This should buy us time.

    'Of course, it might also mean I've stirred the hornet's nest.'

    There's also the undeniable chance that an angry, wounded Karklein could go on a rampage.

    Unable to foresee the future, I could only strive to do my utmost.

    'Ah, but my mind feels clearer now.'

    Upon recognizing the Karklein's existence and the nature of its actions, I had yearned to slam it down at least once.

    The audacious scoundrel dared to pierce through to Earth, where I and my cherished ones reside.

    'I will ensure you bitterly regret coming to Earth.'

    Casting aside one of my deeply buried grudges, I caught my breath, closing my eyes.

    It's a time to grasp fully the providence that I couldn't afford to overlook.

    'When the legion commander used the shadow.'

    And when the Karklein's arm emerged from the opened hole.

    I had unmistakably sensed it. That sticky, creeping power distinct from divinity.

    Presumably, it seemed enemies required a specific power to wield authority.

    The issue is that I'm already familiar with that power.

    'When I lay captive as a sacrifice on the altar, I sensed the same force from Agnotia.'

    The meaning of those words was exceptionally straightforward.

    'Agnotia must have sided with the enemies.'

    It was a moment that confirmed the doubts I had persistently harbored.

    Did the other gods remain unaware of this fact? Or did Agnotia only reveal that power in my presence?

    While the latter remains uncertain, merely judging by the circumstances, the situation is laughably absurd.

    One god attacks an ally in the same faction.

    Another outright betrays the entire alliance.

    Yet another prays for dimension collapse through sacrificial rites.

    'Excluding the departed Palao, three remain.'

    Temoria, Finelpenia, and Senoa.

    There's no guarantee those entities are perfectly intact.

    Frankly, I wouldn't be surprised if a traitor or a defector surfaced among those three as well.

    'How can they expect victory in such disarray when they allege to be an alliance?'

    Reflecting on Biharin's laughable, scatterbrained situation incrementally raised my blood pressure.

    Fortunately, before my rising blood pressure endangered my health, the Damned System's presence returned.

    After worrying if causality might crash back into me, I felt relief that it was merely the Damned System returning.

    Sighing with relief, I uttered quietly.
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    "Did you use a lot of divinity?"

    I didn't catch the exact details. However, it was clear that the Damned System had taken the cost on my behalf.

    Otherwise, it made no sense that causality would disappear so easily like this.

    "As much as you use, it dissipates."

    Unlike mana, divinity vanishes right after you use it. That was why I had tried to pay the price, but the system patted my head as if to say it was okay.

    For some reason, it also felt like it was proud of me.

    Perhaps it was pleased with the blow I had delivered to Karklein earlier. Whatever the reason, I wasn't thrilled about this kind of contact from the system.

    "How many times do I have to tell you not to touch me?"

    With a cold voice, I dispersed the system's presence. I did not bother to cast a glance at the system as it withdrew sullenly.

    Just because it had helped me didn't mean I was going to laugh and joke around, acting friendly with it.

    The accumulated grievances over time couldn't be erased so easily.

    In the first place, protecting me earlier was something the system was supposed to do by default.

    It's the system's duty to support my growth, and it was my duty to yield results worthy of its investment.

    I had never disappointed it in terms of those results, so it should fulfill its role as well.

    Only then could it push me towards becoming something beyond the norm.

    'It's like a rancher raising pigs diligently just to send them to the slaughterhouse.'

    The system and I was strictly bound by mutual benefit and obligation.

    We just needed to fulfill those obligations towards each other.

    Of course, it didn't mean I intended to always rely on the system's help.

    'I need to practice so that this kind of thing won't happen again.'

    I need to figure out my limits, how much divinity I can use in my current state.

    'I need to know precisely.'

    Luckily, there's an excellent hunting ground right at my feet.

    Since the legion commander was dead, the worst left were probably just a few general-rank entities.

    It's a great opportunity to familiarize myself with the divinity usage through repeated practice in a relatively safe place.

    I took a potion and said, "Can you continue to mask the causality? If not, turn off the Trait, and if so, maintain it."

    If the system could hold out, I planned to practice using divinity right away.

    'If not, I'll just take the mana and loot and leave.'

    I couldn't just leave those delectable hunting targets behind.

    Leaving would mean wasting not only the mana I'd get from them but also the attribute mana stones.

    While I recovered my mana, the system remained by my side, its capitalism trait still active.

    With a positive response confirmed, there was no need to hesitate any longer. I jumped into the sea of writhing monsters.

    -----

    MISSION

    「Main Act 2 Scenario 2: Defend the Frontline」

    Enemies have started a total offensive on each frontline. Minimize damage to the supply routes and forward bases and protect the frontline posts.

    「Rewards」

    Participation Reward: Choose from the following rewards

    • 3000 mana, 150 Reputation

    • 1500 attribute mana, 300 Reputation

    Ranking Reward: Rewards given based on ranking (1st ~ ?)

    • Authority 1-time use voucher

    • Free shop use voucher

    • Random box (X?)

    • Achievement 15000

    * Rankings are calculated based on the extent of mission contribution.

    After repeatedly checking the mission window, Lily sighed.

    "Hoo."

    Five days ago, the second act and second chapter of the main scenario had begun.

    It involved the fiercest battles any players had faced in a main scenario to date.

    'They're attacking from all sides.'

    From the north in Somol, the center in Callum, to the south in Villea.

    Forts claimed back by players and the Order's army were assaulted simultaneously.

    Over ten nemesis-rank evolved species were sighted until today. Out of those, four have been successfully hunted, and six remain at large, roaming the battlefield.

    'And that's not all.'

    Besides the nemesis-rank evolved species, legion commander-rank evolved species with special abilities also appeared on the battlefield.

    'Three legion commander-rank evolved species have been sighted so far.'

    All three stationed at different frontlines remained alive. The south, where the strongest human, Gretman, and many Beastfolk participated, maintained a relatively safe front.

    However, in the central front, the apostle of Finelpenia had been killed.

    To make matters worse, Callum, which suffered a particularly high number of nemesis-rank appearances, fell on the third day of being invaded.

    Fortunately, despite the significant damage, the forces were not severely affected.

    Thanks to portals, both the Order's army and players managed to retreat from the fortress in time.

    However, it wasn't a situation to ease up.

    Monsters that destroyed Callum to the point of making it unrecoverable were now heading towards Loborre.

    The Order's army and player troops had to stop them.

    Thus, two hours after gathering at the pathways leading from Callum to Loborre, small turmoil erupted among the players.

    "Why do we have to die here like dogs?"

    "Yeah, we can't repeat that mistake!"

    "Why do I have to suffer like this?!"

    "I never asked to become a player!"

    This occurred right before the last rest they could have before battling the incoming monster legion.

    The commotion grew to the point where some players even attempted to desert.

    Reports of these desertions began coming in from the squad leaders, suggesting quite a few had succeeded.

    In response, Lily stepped forward to address the situation.

    "If you wish to leave, I will not stop you."

    Those words made many eyes widen in surprise.

    But it was too early to be shocked. Lily hadn't finished speaking yet.

    "But remember, any player refusing the association's directive during a state of emergency will be expelled from the association."

    The association protects the rights and freedom of players to governments worldwide.

    Players, who possess the power to massacre hundreds or thousands, can live as ordinary people thanks to the association's guarantee.

    'A guarantee to hold us accountable to prevent them from causing problems.'

    Thanks to that guarantee, players can go to the grocery store, dine out, and rest in their homes without surveillance.

    In the week of nightmares, protests against players, viewed as potentially dangerous elements, surged daily.

    Yet, legally, there was no way to suppress or oppress players anywhere, thanks to the association's protective measures.

    In such circumstances, what would happen if one was expelled from the association?

    "Damn it......"

    Imagining the picture from here is not difficult.

    They had already witnessed the outcomes of players trying to hide by refusing to register with the association.

    Immediately, the police department led by Ethan Rembrandt would deem such players as dangerous elements and pursue them.

    Once arrested, these players would be fitted with restraints and placed under the association's tight management.

    To avoid such a fate, they had to follow the association's directive.

    Especially in a declared state of emergency.

    'Players currently have only two choices.'

    Follow the association's words and fight in a war uncertain of survival or death.

    Or defy the association's command, get captured, and be dragged into the war as a slave.

    Concerning the outcome, it might be safe to say there's only one viable option.

    "Remember, players who refuse the association's directive cannot continue to receive the association's protection."

    More than a warning, Lily's words were a leash, a means of preserving social order.

    However, whatever its identity, its effect was undeniable.

    Players' lives were tied not to Biharin but Earth.

    Right after the disturbance settled, a report arrived stating the enemy was just up ahead.

    The players quickly reorganized their ranks.

    Lily, fully armed and standing at the forefront, looked westward and asked a question.

    "How long will it take approximately?"

    "It seems there are no significant changes in the enemy's route; they should arrive within 20 to 30 minutes."

    The response came from a player bearing the symbol of Finelpenia's affiliation.

    They were in contact with the reconnaissance team through the still-active Order's homepage.

    While waiting for the oncoming open field battle, Lily recalled the Callum fortress skirmish.

    'It was horrible, no matter how much I think about it.'

    During the fortress's defense, monsters continuously, endlessly swarmed in.

    Killing over and over again in what felt like an unending battle.

    Recalling the estimated casualties when retreat was declared rendered her vision dark.

    '68,000......'

    Incredibly, that was the number of players who died over the three-day defense at Callum fortress.

    Adding in those who were ambushed and killed outside the fortresses and forward bases, and casualties from three fronts resulted in an overwhelming number.

    It exceeded the number of casualties from the week of disaster on Earth.

    That most were at the Bronze rank level was something that tormented Lily.

    'This scenario is beyond what new players can handle.'

    They should have slowly grown through low-grade corrupted areas to later become significant forces.

    These newly selected players in the fifth round were thrust straight into a large-scale war.

    It was akin to players at low levels being thrown into high-grade corrupted areas.

    As a result, the death rate among players in the fifth round rapidly approached the death rate from the first round, which had no basic growth guide.

    Yet, were they to exclude the Bronze ranks while progressing the main scenario, their numeric disadvantage was just too severe.

    On the other side, legions numbering in tens of millions had started moving.

    Amidst such circumstances, a large-scale field battle was nothing to be happy about.

    Without the structure of a fortress wall or the advantage of defense, a full-scale battle.

    With anticipated enormous casualties looming, Lily felt utterly compelled to issue a retreat order.

    The report that arrived at that moment only intensified her impulse.

    "....... Are you sure?"

    "Yes, seven, including Baron Kivelan, are being pursued after deserting."

    The news was about deserters emerging from the Order's army, gathered not far from the player forces.

    Not just regular soldiers, but upper-ranked knights forming part of the command structure!

    'I never did think well of them.'

    Constantly derisive stares towards players, treating them as heretical black magic users to rely on.

    Never particularly expected anything from them, yet hearing about their desertion enraged her.

    'If it weren't for us, these bastards would already be annihilated, and they dare abandon us and run?'

    The legions of monsters were more than dozens of times larger than the Order's army.

    In such a situation, holy knights among them, particularly those in command, running away?

    She wanted to immediately cast aside those damned individuals and return to Earth.

    However, she realized, what's the point of getting angry about it?

    'Even the players are itching to run away.'

    Trying to manage her turbulent emotions, she repeatedly took deep breaths.

    At that moment, a black tide began from a distance.

    "Gulp."

    Someone made an explicit gulping sound, and then the black tide covering the land grew larger and larger.

    A massive army emerged, enough to darken the distant plains.

    Terrified by its momentum, units clenched their jaws and shivered.

    Amongst them, Lily calmly asked, "Is there no further contact from K?"

    A woman standing a step behind shook her head despondently.

    "Not yet. Shall we inquire about the precise location?"

    Her voice, marked with the symbol of Palao's Order, was filled with anxiety.

    No doubt she was also unsettled by witnessing the black tide.

    Lily maintained her calm exterior, yet she was not much different from her.

    Pretending to be unperturbed, she nodded decisively.

    The player, having received Lily's consent, quickly maneuvered her eyes, suggesting she was operating the Order's homepage.

    Not long after, a succinct response returned.

    "They say it'll take at least another hour."

    Hearing this, Lily tightly shut her eyes.

    K who had left with the words that contact would cut off had returned five days ago.

    It was around the start of the main scenario, act 2, chapter 2.

    Positioned in a corrupted area far west of Callum.

    - If you attempt to hunt a legion commander-level being by pushing others into it, it will only result in death. Avoid being reckless at all costs.

    - And if you encounter strange abilities, counter them with divinity, or authority.

    Following K's instructions, they hadn't even attempted to hunt legion commander-level evolved species.

    'Was it due to that advice that the damage was limited to this extent, or did it lead to this level of damage?'

    The weight of choices she couldn't burden others with made her feel suffocated.

    Lily sighed repeatedly, wiping her face.

    In the meantime, the monster legion that swiftly narrowed the distance halted.

    How long did the suffocating standoff last?

    "Kyaoo!"

    "Kuherrrr!"

    A roar that could shake the ground erupted from the enemy lines, marking the start of their advance.

    Observing the monster legion rushing in like a tidal wave, Lily pointed her sword forward and shouted.

    "Fire!"

    Her voice, imbued with mana, echoed across the front lines as the waiting players unleashed their magic.
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    Countless magics crisscrossed the sky, too numerous to count, yet insufficient to overcome the black tide surging forward.

    Even amidst the dense display of magic, some resilient creatures charged ahead without losing their momentum.

    In the vanguard, those with the Bronze rank stepped forward. Another round of bombardment followed, and the monsters that survived clashed with the Bronze ranks.

    But the time gained by such tactics was not prolonged. Engaging with the legion inevitable led to an unyielding conclusion of chaotic skirmishes; it was clear what was to come.

    "Aaaagh!"

    "My arm, my arm's been cut off!"

    "Peter! No!"

    "Die!"

    "Help me!"

    The screams, curses, and wails were only a fraction of the unfolding tragedy. What truly worried me, Lily, was the disaster that would follow after this tragedy began.

    Sure enough, not long after the melee commenced, the disaster witnessed at Callum Castle reappeared.

    "Vivian...?"

    "Gunter! Gunter, move! My son is over there!"

    "Javiér? Why... why are you there? No!"

    Players began calling out the names of their family members as they looked at the monsters, which was evidence enough.

    This bizarre phenomenon was one of the reasons for the heavy losses when defending Callum Castle.

    The apostle of Finelpenia who fought in the central front also perished helplessly because of this disaster.

    Amidst the monsters, the faces of family, friends, and acquaintances suddenly appeared.

    When players saw these dear ones stranded on a dangerous battlefield, they became agitated.

    This disruption initiated a vicious cycle where they were killed or devoured by other monsters.

    'Or they would be devoured by the illusions if they tried to rescue them directly.'

    Lily's situation was not much different. A monster a few meters away from her had adopted the likeness of the parents she trusted the most.

    - Lily! Save me!

    - I'm scared! Please, save us!

    Their cries for help were so vivid that chills ran down her spine, as if their cries, more than just simple illusions, slashed at Lily's heart.

    She couldn't take her eyes off them as she pulled out the authority vouchers of Agnotia.

    'Only three left.'

    She had saved them sparingly, only to use them against monsters instead of political figures on Earth.

    After a bitter sentiment, Lily ripped the voucher apart, transforming the world in her eyes.

    Black smoke continuously billowed from the monsters trying to deceive her. The appearances of the monsters mimicking her family flickered.

    The true forms visible through the gaps were enough to fortify her resolve. As if empowered by her use of authority, those around Lily began to grip their weapons.

    In their eyes, the appearances of family, friends, and acquaintances began to flicker, revealing the monsters beneath.

    It wasn't only those around Lily. Several players had acquired authority vouchers and had been strategically positioned for this purpose from the beginning.

    Instructions were given to use the authority in case of emergency. Realistically speaking, there were more people aware that these were fakes than those misled by them.

    "Damn, not this shit again!"

    "You're not Sakura!"

    Perhaps because they'd been through it once before, not many approached the monsters in a bid to save them.

    However, the problem was that not many players could bring themselves to kill monsters disguised as their family, friends, or loved ones.

    When monsters cloaked in illusion charged directly, it initiated a disadvantageous situation.

    'Players hesitating to kill versus monsters going all out to kill.'

    The outcome was clear without being asked. For humans heavily dependent on visual cues, this strange phenomenon was excessively harsh.

    But it was not a situation one could avoid by mere reluctance.

    Some gritted their teeth as they plunged swords into the hearts of beloved ones, while others beheaded monsters taking the shape of their children.

    As time got tougher, Lily wondered how long this struggle to endure could continue.

    "They're holding out longer than expected."

    A chilling voice echoed as a massive surge of mana resonated—a nemesis-rank presence had appeared.

    The infection messages emerged as white frost settled rapidly on the players' hair and armor.

    "The timer has appeared!"

    "We've got it too! Drink the potion immediately!"

    "Wait, move, avoid—"

    "Aaah!"

    "Damn, the monsters are preventing us from drinking potions!"

    "Stay calm! There's still enough time!"

    "Take turns consuming the potion!"

    "Stick with your squad!"

    The tragedy and disaster were relentless. Solve one issue, and another arose. As the situation seemed more hopeless by the moment, a shower of ice spears rained down from the sky.

    It was an indiscriminate attack that didn't spare ally or adversary, players or monsters.

    Those unable to withstand the nemesis-rank's magical attack fell helplessly.

    The players were on the verge of preparing area-of-effect magics when a long-awaited message was delivered.

    「Entering Alpha's domain.」

    「Corrupted mana is purified.」

    「Pathogens are purified.」

    As the long-anticipated messages were received, Lily, along with the nemesis-rank hovering in midair, plunged toward the ground.

    * * *

    As the nemesis-rank I had struck with my spear fell to the ground, the monsters there scattered like bowling pins.

    Among those flung away were creatures that looked like Jinwoo, Yeonwoo, and the Seo family members.

    Though I saw my family's faces, pleading for help through tears, my expression remained unchanged.

    I, observing some players visibly distressed, pondered, 'This isn't illusion magic.'

    The illusion magic established in Biharin manipulates light to create illusions, typically aligning them with the caster's intention.

    It's impossible to show illusions based on the memories of the individual caught in the magic.

    'That is within the realm of authority, defying causal rules.'

    It indicated there was a legion commander lurking somewhere in this battlefield. Even if I couldn't pinpoint his mana right away, the objective was clear: Find and kill the hidden foe.

    'Starting with that one.'

    I thrust my spear at the nemesis-rank rising again from the ground. Despite being unable to regain balance, the creature precisely blocked my attack.

    Boom, boom, boom!

    The relentless powerful sounds, almost inconceivable for a spear against a monster's arm, persisted.

    Yet, the limits of one not reaching the status of a legion commander were evident. The golden spark imbued with divinity was slowly, but surely, tearing the creature apart.

    As obstacles charged to intercept, I disposed of them without hesitation, even if they wore the skins of my family.

    'It's something I've done many times before.'

    The experiences and skills accumulated over time were strong enough to withstand the present challenge.

    As the relentless pressure continued, the nemesis-rank's red eyes darkened even more, seemingly fueled with malice.

    "Kyaaa! You miserable worm!"

    With a petulant howl, the nemesis-rank stomped the ground hard. Black blood oozed from its battered body, and ice shards from all directions aimed precisely at me.

    Just as I prepared to counter the magic, I sensed a swiftly approaching force from deep down. Opting not to counter, I leapt into the air and evaded.

    Mid-leap, I twisted to see the ground beneath where I previously stood bulge ominously.

    Whoosh!

    From the ground, a vast maw gaped open, reminiscent of a giant worm or larva. It seemed to be an evolved form of the parasitic creature I had encountered before.

    Hundreds of teeth glistened menacingly from within its widely opened maw.

    Though it had gone through a taxing evolution, it wasn't a significant threat to me—it bore only six stars above its head.

    From my aerial vantage point, I thrust my spear downwards, infused with diluted mana.

    Boom.

    A cacophony erupted just as my feet touched the earth again.

    The worm-like monster, cleaved straight by my spear, split into two and collapsed on either side, causing an immense splash of black blood.

    By then, dozens of mana sources were converging beneath my feet and monsters on the ground, close at hand, charged at me.

    'Where's the main one?'

    Quickly scanning the surroundings, I spotted the back of the retreated nemesis-rank among the horde.

    If I engaged each one individually, I risked losing it. Fixated on its retreating form, I unleashed the Lightning Prison.

    Within the golden-tinted Lightning, hundreds of monsters were charred instantaneously without resistance, absorbing over several million mana in a single stroke.

    Preempting the notification, I propelled myself from the ground, cutting through the swarm of corpses. My target was the fleeing nemesis-rank! As I closed the distance swiftly, I lunged with my spear.

    Clang!

    Yet, before reaching the nemesis-rank, it managed to repel me with a well-aimed kick, sending me hurtling diagonally.

    My arm, holding the spear, flung outwards, leaving my torso exposed. The nemesis-rank's claws lunged towards my chest while ice spears targeted my back and sides.

    Swish!

    The clash decided by what both the nemesis-rank and I had accumulated up to this point.

    I dismantled its magic, while it failed to disrupt mine. Consequently, the ice spears shattered, but the electric spear buried itself in the nemesis-rank's neck.

    "Graaaaah!"

    Twisting the lodged electric spear, the nemesis-rank's neck cracked audibly. Its head fell cleanly off, while its outstretched claws skimmed my solar plexus, drooping limply.

    Despite absorbing the mana and stealing status, frustration lined my face.

    「Status is seized from the enemy.」

    「The Title 'Sapling of Divinity' grows slightly.」

    The seized status from the nemesis-rank was too insignificant.

    'It's likely due to its evolution into the Sapling phase.'

    Stealing status from a legion commander was visibly impactful. Conversely, a nemesis-rank barely marked any substantial change.

    It seemed catching dozens of them was equivalent to capturing one legion commander.

    'Better than nothing.'

    The path from seed to entity wasn't appearing an easy conquest.

    I swallowed a sigh and turned my gaze back to the battlefield, determined to root out the source of the players' obstructing authority.

    Fwoosh.

    Ordinarily red mana, now washed in gold, spread in all directions, forming a ripple effect as if I was at its center. For how long this persisted was beyond me...

    While my mana cut down masses of monsters, pursing my intent, it began converging toward a single spot.

    'Found it.'

    The sight revealed through mana was a 2-star evolved species with merely two stars above its head. However, that appearance was merely superficial.

    Beneath that exterior likely lay a 10-star legion commander.

    The creature displayed a volatile reaction when met with my divine essence.

    Their unsettling power consumed my mana and divinity fully, erasing all information available to me.

    Yet even if the particular spot was blank, my mana was blanketing the field.

    The issue arose as the newly encountered legion commander opted for retreat over confrontation.

    'Seems it isn't specialized for battle.'

    Even if it was a setup for a trap, I intended to pursue. Nemesis-rank and legion commanders were the only prey for raising my status.

    'I can't just let this one slip away.'

    With that thought, I lightly kicked off the ground and thrust my spear toward the one resembling a commonplace 2-star evolved species.
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    「Seizing the target's status.」

    「The Trait 'Sapling of Divinity' grows further.」

    The hunt was successful.

    With the death of the legion commander, the players pushed the remaining legion, and those like me, who had area-of-effect skills, bombarded with magic while replenishing ourselves with potions.

    As a result, the massive monster legion, which exceeded ten million, was annihilated after 29 hours.

    "Whew."

    After the battle ended, I wiped the black blood from my spear and swept my hair back.

    I was a bit tired from constantly running since the start of the main Scenario and facing battles right afterward.

    Fortunately, the combat power of the second legion commander I encountered wasn't exceptionally formidable.

    'Instead, it was annoyingly troublesome.'

    The commander had no clear form.

    Not only were physical attacks challenging, but I also had to play a tiresome game of hide and seek.

    'I'd rather face someone who foolishly wielded brute strength.'

    The legion commander this time had an authority that was irritating in many ways.

    'So Palao saw it today...'

    Palao's records reflected today's chaos.

    My first ordeal bore similarities to today's chaos, and perhaps because of that, it was not a difficult battle for me.

    Thus, I was able to swiftly kill the legion commander without any confusion.

    However, things were different for most players other than me.

    After the battle, a depressing atmosphere hung over the players' camp.

    Understanding too well the feeling of stabbing a dear one made me swallow a sigh.

    'Well, at least it ended within a day.'

    If only the result mattered, their relatively swift escape from this situation was thanks to my prior struggles.

    'It seems the illustrious Palao wished to aid Earthlings too.'

    I briefly twisted a mocking smile.

    Surveying the blank-eyed individuals sitting around, I moved.

    I aimed to converse with Lily, but she seemed preoccupied tending to the wounded and assessing the scale of damage.

    Since there was no urgent issue, I decided to wait.

    I needed to sort out the thoughts drifting in my mind.

    The first thought that came to mind was the corpse of the second legion commander killed after a relentless chase.

    I recalled the traits identified from his death.

    'There was no attribute mana stone.'

    Upon reflection, the recent foe, as well as Hoel, never utilized magic either.

    'Hoel's growing arm and body should be considered a racial trait.'

    They had never used magic that involved arranging mana.

    Much like normal monsters devoid of attribute mana.

    'It seems their attribute mana transformed into something else.'

    Both monsters and players undergo 'evolution'.

    'Will my authority evolve towards a blend of attribute mana and divinity?'

    If so, how exactly does it differ from now?

    Would I become unable to use magic once I possess authority like the legion commander?

    'If that's true, it could drastically alter my combat capabilities.'

    I figured it would be wise to secure more attribute mana while keeping that possibility in mind.

    Methods were already in place; the only thing left was to ensure the plan's execution.

    Just as these thoughts lingered, a presence approached.

    "K."

    It was Lily.

    "Once the purification work is complete here, we will hunt the legion commander in the north and south, in that order. Contact the person in charge of that area."

    Neither Lily nor I questioned my directive to guide future directions.

    The superiority gradually built since revealing myself as an Alpha had already solidified.

    Though a new Alpha emerged in the fifth selection, it didn't diminish my influence.

    My worth wasn't solely confined to purification.

    "Then we will proceed to reclaim Callum Fortress."

    "With all portals destroyed, it's futile even if we go."

    "If the Order installs a new portal..."

    I interrupted Lily, shaking my head, confirming the empty air.

    In fact, I was checking my status window's trait section.

    The Capitalism Trait was active there.

    It had been consistently so from the moment I emerged from the ordeal to the present.

    "Just return to Loborre. We'll likely need to cross to Earth soon."

    "Excuse me?"

    I paused before explaining the precise details.

    "The Main Act 2 Scenario 2 began around the time I was nearly done clearing Hoel's legion."

    It took five days to reach near Loborre from there, and during those five days, the System never left my side.

    "The System's constant presence signifies that Gilenios is alone guarding the first Gate."

    This also implies Gilenios, who must maintain the Gate, couldn't move.

    Furthermore, it indicated that contact between him and me had become impossible.

    Faced with such an overt message, it was hard not to notice.

    'I suppose this is a warning from the System.'

    The System knew I intended to save the Biharin.

    It warned that any plans regarding Gilenios are monitored.

    The System was signaling that it was aware of everything and urging to abandon the mission.

    Given its constant surveillance as a form of oversight, it must have assumed...

    'Judging by how it gave the first Gate to Gilenios, it's probably aware we plan to use it.'

    Even when assigning the Gate to him, the System was confident that he couldn't escape the entrapment of angramoti.

    'I didn't overlook such a possibility.'

    I was aware the concealment process was not flawless.

    Thus, in a corner of my mind, I braced myself for the worst Scenario.

    This warning alone wouldn't be enough to halt my resolve.

    'If the System decided to abandon the Biharin, evacuating players will be its first priority.'

    Due to the fifth selection, the number of players exceeded ten million.

    Despite considerable losses from the Nightmare Week and this Scenario 2 Scene 2, the bolster from the ten-million legion also reflected on the players.

    Not all were present in Biharin, but...

    'All men of that scale can't return to Earth overnight.'

    The System would undoubtedly reroute players back to Earth soon.

    'I should align my actions to signal this.'

    Thus, I meticulously devised plans while rushing toward this place.

    It's time to share it with Lily.

    With a deep breath to steady myself, I drew a Divine Canopy to conceal my conversation with Lily.

    Simultaneously, I couldn't help but frown deeply.

    The System, usually silent during my evasive maneuvers, intervened this time.

    I felt its vivid movements infiltrating my Divinity.

    Realizing the limited time, I hurriedly spoke.

    "I'll explain the evacuation plan now, so take in everything."

    It took a mere two minutes to convey the plan I had painstakingly devised while heading to this place non-stop.

    Once done, the System eventually shattered the Canopy, forcing me to halt my words.

    Despite delivering all key points, I was slightly unnerved by the System's eerie presence lingering around, expressing discontent.

    'Right, this thing is indeed a god.'

    Mellowed by its soft approach until now, I had underestimated it.

    The System, after all, stood alongside the origin of a dimension from the very beginning.

    Realizing this made my hair stand on end with unnerving tension.

    'But I don't plan to stop.'

    Now, it would be fair to say the System and I was temporarily opposing entities with diverging aims.

    The System intended to abandon the Biharin deemed ineffectual for war, while I intended to save them.

    'Let's see who prevails.'

    I had no intention of losing. Even if I had to overcome a god, giving up wasn't an option.

    * * *

    Returning to Loborre with Lily contrary to the original plan, I moved south to Villea.

    I received word of a legion commander being hunted in the north while returning to Loborre.

    Having already caught the commander, I had to alter the plan, not needing to pursue them once more.

    Fortunately, I could hunt a legion commander in the south.

    The legion commander I encountered in Villea wielded black flames.

    A blaze strong enough to devour even Pure Flame with ease.

    The battle that ensued in its midst was fierce.

    Both being flame-types under the scrutiny of causality posed a challenge.

    'But the hunt was successful.'

    The hunt differed slightly from usual.

    "You are exerting too much force."

    Throughout the hunt, remarks came, which I'd read as nagging.

    "There's too much tension throughout your body, causing your spear movements to become large."

    A sword clad in azure qi gave a light jab to my side.

    "With such big movements, you end up revealing vulnerabilities like this."

    Gretmann appeared swiftly behind me just as I severed the legion commander's throat.

    He had trapped the commander's feet before my arrival.

    – What are you doing? Go on and finish it already?

    – I saved my cherished gift for you, so be grateful.

    Just enough to prevent any movement.

    So, there was no fortune of just delivering a final blow and absorbing the stature like before.

    I had to personally engage in the battle needed to kill the legion commander.

    'The nagging advice throughout was truly irritating.'

    But since there was no aspect of his counsel to discard, I attentively listened.

    Through it, I identified unconscious habits and issues such as excessively aggressive tactics like sacrificing flesh to gain bone.

    "Your problem is striving excessively to give your best in every moment."

    Gretmann continued his words, tapping my arm with the sword back.

    "Underestimating the enemy is foolish, but overestimating is pathetic."

    He was pointing out the excessive usage of mana and divinity against a near-dead commander.

    Considering the un-restorative, consuming nature of divinity, it was advice that mustn't be disregarded.

    "Practice maintaining balance, neither lacking nor exceeding in measure."

    Indeed, bringing a tank to catch a fly was excessive.

    Carved into my heart was the counsel from Gretmann, and I asked,

    "... I'll bear it in mind. Was there anything else concerning in my technique?"

    I inquired, wondering about any technical errors separate from my habits or attitude.

    "I see why Shamel said that."

    Gretmann uttered incomprehensible words before sheathing his sword.

    "It'll finish quietly compared to the north."

    Though the way he spouted unsolicited remarks was vexing,

    'I won't get an answer even if I press.'

    Sighing lightly, I diverted my gaze from Gretmann.

    What met my eyes was a land engulfed in flames.

    The fusion of divinity-touched Pure Flame and Black Fire engulfed the surroundings.

    Beyond those flames, Villea Fortress engaged in a defensive battle against the remaining legion.

    Yet neither I nor Gretmann worried about the fortress.

    Horfe and other Beastfolk remained in the fortress.

    Gretmann's words indicated the south would resolve without substantial harm compared to the north.

    That harm referred, obviously, to fatalities.

    'I heard there were many casualties in the north.'

    Eighty percent of them were from the Order's forces.

    The players stationed in the north steered clear of head-on encounters with the commander following the Association's directive.

    Conversely, the Order's forces, including Agnotia and Senoa, opted for an entirely different approach.

    They marched outside the fortress to confront the commander.

    'Though they achieved their goal of capturing the commander.'

    In return, the losses accounted for half of the north's strength.

    'The Order seems to be downplaying the precise damage numbers.'

    Considering the players present in that fortress, how could the damage not be estimated?

    The situation appeared exceedingly ludicrous.

    'Suddenly inflated player numbers lead to pointless antics.'

    Fearing losing power and control due to numerical inferiority, they were bound to act.

    News of me capturing the commander likely spread, inducing anxiety.

    Thus, they undertook excessive measures to establish their accomplishments and secure their prominence.

    'The notable commander elimination was attributed to Agnotia's first apostle.'

    Even during such moments, the political skirmishes and power play wore me out.

    I couldn't think well of the person they highlighted for their accomplishments in the north.

    'Agnotia of all people.'

    I was convinced of Agnotia's betrayal.

    Yet, they chose an apostle who secured accomplishments?

    'Did they secretly cut a deal with the legion commander?'

    I was genuinely concerned. Even if pondering did change little.

    A deep sigh escaped as my thoughts weighed heavy.

    「A new main Scenario has been added.」

    MISSION

    「Main Act 2, Scenario 3 - Earth Defense Battle」

    Enemies have invaded Earth again. Players, close the Holes on Earth and annihilate the adversaries.

    「Rewards」

    Participation Reward: Choose from the following rewards

    • Mana 3000, reputation 150

    • Attribute Mana 1500, reputation 300

    Ranking Reward: Rewards vary based on rankings（1~?th place）

    • Free Shop Use Voucher

    • Random Box（X?）

    • Achievement 20000

    * Rank is tallied according to the contribution to the mission.

    As anticipated, the System began summoning players to Earth.
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    The battle with the legion lasted an entire additional day.

    As soon as the battle was declared over, Horfe came looking for me and uttered unexpected words.

    "Hey, K. Something strange has appeared before my eyes. It's telling me to return to our residence and some odd numbers keep dwindling."

    According to Horfe's account, it resembled the system screen that we, as players, typically saw.

    The reason it appeared before Horfe, who wasn't a player, wasn't difficult to deduce.

    'It's likely to evacuate the Beastfolk.'

    Although no contact had been made, it was clear the dwarves were also seeing the same message window.

    Watching the antics of the Damned System from behind the scenes, I found it difficult to suppress a wry smile.

    'Both the gods of Bihar and Earth are fifty steps, a hundred steps alike.'

    The content of Act 2, Scenario 3 that had newly appeared was enough to turn my wry smile into a sneer.

    'A pierced hole, huh...'

    At a time when it was clear that Karklein had been injured, was Earth actually being attacked again?

    Was that hole opened against their will, or did they willingly open it themselves?

    'I'd wager on the latter.'

    As evidence, the hole opened on Earth wasn't of a grand scale.

    At most, it was the size of a 3 to 4-star corrupted area.

    It was manageable with just the silver rank players.

    However, the number of players who went to Earth worried about their homeland was significant.

    'According to Lily's report, about 40 to 50 percent of them.'

    The rest remained in Bihar, cleaning up the remnants of the legion.

    Instead of participating in that cleanup, I returned to the base.

    Upon visiting the base after a long time, it felt desolate.

    Most of the furniture remained, but miscellaneous items had disappeared, making it seem uninhabited.

    While I was wandering outside, my party members had already packed everything up.

    I stood silently, somewhat unfamiliar with the sight.

    "Human!"

    Dennis approached with an excited expression.

    "I finally get to see you again."

    Having been unsure of what was unfolding, I had contacted him through my party members.

    Luckily or unluckily, I managed to meet him before leaving.

    Dennis, who had flown over quickly, urgently poured out words.

    "I, I've been waiting for a while! Can we leave now?"

    "No."

    Dennis's heightened expression immediately fell at my firm response.

    "It's just starting, after all."

    As I passed by the dejected Dennis, I reached out toward Rice Cake.

    The creature immediately rushed over, wagging its tail energetically at the prospect of meeting after a long time.

    'You've gotten a bit lean.'

    I released mana to fill Rice Cake's belly.

    As I tended to Rice Cake, Yang Taeho descended from the second floor.

    "Heh, you're back?"

    "Yes. There weren't any issues, were there? What about Yul?"

    Given Kim Yul's temperament, he should have come rushing, asking what took me so long. When I saw he wasn't here, I realized.

    "He went to Earth."

    "Earth?"

    "There's the main act 2, Scenario 3, right? We discussed that maybe someone should go back, and since Yul knows the twins and Doctor Seo well..."

    Apparently, Yul decided to stay with his family, feeling it would've been awkward if he himself went.

    "Since In-ah gets along well with Yul..."

    Yang Taeho trailed off, cautiously asking if they had done something unnecessary.

    I shook my head to deny it.

    "No, you did well."

    While I thought the system deliberately opened the hole so there wouldn't be a significant danger...

    'One can never guarantee what's ahead.'

    Having trusted party members at my family's side brought some relief.

    Almost instinctively, Yang Taeho glanced at the air and then spoke.

    "And, oh, there was someone who claimed he was an apostle of Kalros."

    Yang Taeho paused momentarily, as if asking for permission to continue.

    The system had intervened, breaking the Divine Canopy I had set up.

    I clicked my tongue inwardly and urged Yang Taeho.

    "Just tell me succinctly."

    Nodding, Yang Taeho relayed the rather brief story.

    Gilenios had visited twice.

    The first time, he abruptly stormed into the base's living room, leaving a message to call him when I returned.

    The second visit happened several days later when Yang Taeho was training alone in the backyard.

    "He said by the time you came out, he might not be able to move, so he advised heading straight to the Kalros temple, and he's prepared it already."

    Gilenios likely sensed something was amiss.

    Therefore, he did what he could within his means.

    "So, are you going to the temple?"

    I shook my head at Yang Taeho's question.

    "No, there's someone who might act up if I do."

    "Huh?"

    The contract, not much different from a shackle for Biharins, was something the system was involved in.

    'If it breaks, the bastard will come to know.'

    Moving ahead would unnecessarily provoke the system.

    'It's something that should be ended in one fell swoop without giving any room to respond.'

    Until then, I had to hold my breath and await the right time.

    Just as the system had moved after some contemplation, I had also laid the groundwork for both big and small plans.

    And according to my plan, evacuating from Bihar wasn't now.

    "Please don't say anything further."

    As if on cue, the Divine Canopy crumbled.

    I stifled a sigh at the renewed watchful gaze and Yang Taeho nodded without further questioning.

    "Got it."

    As soon as he answered, a realization suddenly dawned upon me.

    A future I once saw through Meferoseta's authority.

    "... Do you remember what the first thing that apostle when he came the second time?"

    Yang Taeho gave me a questioning look at the random inquiry.

    Nonetheless, he answered earnestly.

    "The second time... I don't exactly recall, but it was probably something like, 'You've come? Have you come again?' That's not unusual for someone you've met before, right?"

    I found myself chuckling subconsciously.

    'So, that was it.'

    It seemed the scene I saw through Meferoseta's authority was around this time.

    Even though I thought Yang Taeho wasn't the kind to hit me from behind, I had been consistently suspicious, only to find out how futile it was.

    'Speaking of which, Kim Yul also appeared in the future I saw.'

    Kim Yul was there with Yeonwoo.

    Back then, it was a scene I couldn't comprehend, but now, it all seemed so obvious.

    Kim Yul and the twins had been growing closer over the past few weeks.

    They were the same age, stayed in the same house.

    The twins were proactively reaching out to Kim Yul and extending their hands.

    'Because I haven't properly explained things.'

    Being of similar age and perceived personalities, Kim Yul was filling the twin's curiosity about various things.

    'It seems Kim Yul doesn't mind their attention.'

    With his exceptional subtlety, Kim Yul isn't likely to speak things he shouldn't.

    Hence, I didn't interfere with Kim Yul and the twins becoming closer.

    Thanks to that, there was someone to watch over my family when I wasn't around. That's a good thing.

    Instead of feeling uneasy about having a player near my family, I felt reassured.

    Reflecting on these thoughts felt strange, but soon I brushed off my reverie and said.

    "I'll introduce you when I return."

    "Huh?"

    "My younger siblings."

    Until today, I suspected until the very last moment.

    Because of that, although Kim Yul met my family, Yang Taeho hadn't.

    Now that my doubts were cleared, it was time.

    "Wow, is that it?"

    When I expressed my intentions and began speaking, Yang Taeho reacted more startled than expected.

    "Is it over?"

    "The doubts, I mean. Even I have some intuition, so I'd have known."

    Momentarily, I found myself at a loss for words, like someone shot through the heart.

    No, indeed, I had been stabbed there because I had persistently observed Yang Taeho.

    "I'm not sure what I did wrong, but you've been diligently watching over everything. Did you also have Rice Cake sneaking around watching me?"

    "..."

    "Ah, don't misunderstand. I'm not upset or anything."

    He simply assumed there was some unknown reason and let it go.

    It seemed natural, knowing how I didn't easily trust people.

    'To think he had been so tolerant of the situations despite knowing.'

    Although I don't regret the past, I felt a little embarrassed.

    Yang Taeho and I had risked our lives in battle together far more than a few thousand times.

    When such instances of life mingling repeat, inevitably a sense of camaraderie, friendliness, and trust develops.

    'There's a reason camaraderie exists.'

    Yet, despite all this, I had constantly been on guard against Yang Taeho.

    Simply because I suspected he might one day collude with Gilenios and stab me in the back.

    - It's good to be suspicious, but if it's too much, it turns into paranoia.

    That saying popped into my head because I partially agreed with it.

    Even at this moment, I didn't fully trust everything about my party members.

    Should anything suspicious arise, I wouldn't dismiss it with "He wouldn't do that."

    I'd be persistent, continue probing, and keep a vigilant watch.

    Yet, why did I allow the mingling of party members and family? It was simple.

    'Kim Yul would have nowhere else to go if he betrays.'

    He acts as if he's not bound by anything but secretly yearns for a sense of belonging.

    Kim Yul would be the one to preserve the community I've given him, not the one to destroy it.

    'And in the case of Taeho hyung, there's the card of Kim Ina.'

    In the worst case, I'd have my own target to repay.

    This conclusion came at the end of such reasoning.

    I understand it's not the normal way people think.

    However, dropping my obsessive suspicions isn't something I'm willing to do for now.

    Even if living like this is exhausting, it's more comfortable for me.

    'But maybe.'

    While interacting with those I can trust enough to cover the old betrayals...

    'I might improve, after all.'

    While I mulled over my complex thoughts, Yang Taeho timidly spoke again.

    "I'm not a kid to get swayed by little things, and knowing what you've been through, it seems natural. Don't let it linger. With such experiences, it's only natural not to trust people easily."

    With all sorts of media freely discussing my family's past, not knowing was the strange part.

    Having observed Yang Taeho who was slightly taller than me for a bit.

    I sat back against the sofa, lightly stroking Rice Cake while I spoke.

    "Honestly..."

    "Hmm?"

    "I really don't dwell on it."

    I'd still be suspicious should there be a next reason for suspicion.

    Directly voicing this to him made Yang Taeho stare at me in astonishment.

    Surely, only for a moment, before he burst out laughing, giving me a hearty pat on the back.

    "We're both without any hard feelings, so we're good!"

    He encouraged letting me doubt as much as I wanted if that's what I felt like doing. After all, himself being innocent, he'd just wait for suspicions to dissolve like this time.

    That's what Yang Taeho cheerfully told me.

    From the start, he was someone with a dislike for conflict and had a serenity-loving nature.

    Perhaps that trait is rubbing off on me too?

    Always so tense, the nerves felt somewhat dulled.

    It didn't seem like a bad thing, oddly enough.

    While steeped in reflections and emotions, Rice Cake completed its mana absorption.

    I shook off my stray thoughts, swapping over the magic tool hanging from its neck.

    Inside it was a 7-star Mana Accumulation Tool filled with my mana.

    With the food supply sorted for Rice Cake, I headed towards the stairs.

    "Let's take a look at the basement."

    As I descended, the central unit of the basement proudly displayed a small tree.

    ［Sapling Guardian of the Recluse Village］

    • Category: Relic

    • Acquisition Difficulty: Legendary

    • Rank: ★★★

    • Description: The guardian tree of the village where individuals reported dead or missing for various reasons gathered to live. The barrier inscribed on the tree, under the diligent care of recluses, shielded them for hundreds of years. The gaze of the 7 Great Gods, having observed this history, imbues the tree with a sacred power. Its reach veils what lies beneath, in accordance with the wishes of the recluses seeking seclusion from the world.

    - Entrance Permitted List (View)

    The acquisition difficulty was remarkably legendary.

    It was likely the first Legendary item to appear among players.

    Of course, its origin was the VIP shop.

    'I initially intended to install it at home.'

    Since it was an item for permanent use, I decided to utilize it elsewhere for the time being.

    "Not knowing how things might turn out, I added your friend Palao to the list."

    Following behind me, Yang Taeho added.

    I nodded, going over the names of people who could enter this space.

    The remaining fairies, of course, as well as Rice Cake and those I might need to pick up the fairies in future Scenario developments.

    For caution, I removed my own name from the list, ensuring I verified from the outside as well.

    Even using divinity did not permit access to the basement.

    'This should suffice.'

    After completing my inspection, Rice Cake rubbed its head affectionately against my thigh.

    Rice Cake couldn't pass through the gate either, meaning it would stay here for a while.

    'I suppose it's alright.'

    I filled its belly just now and gave it a 7-star Mana Accumulation Tool.

    'By minimizing its activity and conserving energy, Rice Cake should last about a month.'

    Though, it wouldn't take that long.

    After ensuring the well-being of Dennis and other fairies alongside Rice Cake, I exited the basement.

    Simultaneously, a new message and fresh system window popped up.

    "A new main Scenario is added."

    MISSION

    「Main Act 2, Scenario 4: Retreat」

    The gate closure is progressing. Players must leave Bihar and return to Earth within the time limit.

    （Time Limit: 72:00:00）

    「Reward」

    • Return to Earth

    The time to depart Bihar had come.
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    Chapter 286. Palao's Will (1)

    As soon as she passed through the portal from headquarters into Loborre, a noisy commotion welcomed her, Rashar.

    Following closely behind her, the knights of the Order of Palao also began to arrive one by one.

    She barely had a moment to listen to the noises coming from not far away.

    She recalled her busy past few hours.

    'I didn't think my concerns would become reality.'

    For the past few months, the activities of the still-undefeated radicals had been troubling.

    They began to congregate around Shelver Vilkzion, the High Priest of the Meferoseta Order.

    It was something she had anticipated.

    The key players who had been vying for power with Shelver in Senoa and Agnotia disappeared.

    It was natural for the remaining leader to absorb the rest.

    Indeed, the exchange of messages and telegrams within the radicals had significantly increased.

    'Recently, the Order even dispatched additional Holy Knights to Loborre and sent out the elite guards.'

    Thanks to obtaining the details of their secret meeting, understanding their intent wasn't difficult.

    'They're targeting the Gate.'

    The radicals planned to unilaterally seize the Gate to manipulate outsiders.

    She had been shuttling back and forth between Loborre and headquarters to prevent the radicals' attempts to occupy the Gate.

    Rumors began to circulate then.

    The Gate through which outsiders could enter this world was to be closed, and all outsiders would leave this land.

    The rumor soon became a reality.

    Outsiders began to withdraw like the ebbing tide.

    It was a sudden retreat. There had been no prior discussions, nor was there an official notification.

    Yet the outsiders were already leaving.

    With over a million disappearing within just a day, the Duke's face paled.

    The problems their absence could cause were bound to be numerous and severe.

    However, those issues haven't arisen yet.

    Compared to the problems that had arisen already, they weren't considered urgent.

    Rashar rubbed her throbbing head and pressed the icon for the Order's website.

    「Title: The Temoria guys are really backstabbing us (3) - Author: Venus」

    「Title: What happens if we can't cross the gate at this rate? (14) - Author: Grapefruit」

    「Title: Isn't there a way to break that barrier? (16) - Author: Dragon Hunter」

    「Title: This is driving me crazy, how much longer do we have to wait? (8) - Author: Cereal」

    「Title: At present, the Order is blocking the Gate. FYI. (245) - Author: Courtesy」

    「Title: What is the association doing? (159) - Author: Bachelor Kimchi」

    「Title: Why are there so many people around the Gate? (32) - Author: Parrot」

    「Title: Changes brought by the Gate closure 1 (3) - Author: Song」

    「Title: Damn, damn, damn Gate Gate Gate! (43) - Author: Silver Bracelet」

    「Title: Are we really okay with leaving like this? What about the frontline here if we go? (97) - Author: Cain」

    「Title: Are there still any dummies left at the forward base? (12) - Author: Sarah」

    「Title: But what happens to the Biharin if the Gate is closed? (19) - Author: Maria」

    「Title: Arrived at the Gate! (3) - Author: Coffee Bean」

    「Title: Retreat Order (Association Statement) (1) - Author: Melissa」

    ......

    Articles openly discussing the Gate closure, as well as those criticizing and condemning the Order's actions, filled the board.

    Upon witnessing the sharp words, a bitter smile escaped her.

    'Of course, it would be like this.'

    The radicals had successfully occupied the Gate without permission.

    It was a situation that unfolded just within the few hours she left Loborre upon hearing Yuria's distressing news.

    In disbelief, she gritted her teeth and took a deep breath.

    Recalling Yuria's words, who sent her here from her sickbed,

    - Even if it's too late, standing still isn't right, is it?

    - Time is short, so she might not give a proper send-off, but we should show courtesy, shouldn't we?

    - Please, Rashar.

    Her calm yet solemn voice eased her tumultuous emotions.

    Thanks to that, she found it easy to take deep breaths and continued on her way.

    The Holy Knights who had come to Loborre with her from the Order of Palao followed behind.

    They were the elite forces that originally should have protected Yuria at headquarters.

    It was all the forces the High Priestess personally could mobilize.

    Even though her safety was threatened, Rashar sent her best forces, anticipating a physical conflict.

    She seemed to understand the complicated feelings behind her decision.

    For she, too, felt complicated but remained calm as she headed to the entrance of the temple, where the effigy of the World Tree was located.

    But she had to stop before reaching her destination.

    Due to the crowd of outsiders filling the corridor leading to the entrance.

    She grit her teeth at the overwhelming sight for a moment and then began to push through them.

    Those who noticed her approach began to murmur among themselves.

    "What the heck? Why are you pushing... Oh? Isn't that someone from the Order?"

    "I know her, she's an apostle of Palao. The youngest one."

    "Palao? Then......"

    "She's heading towards the Gate? Shouldn't we stop her?"

    "We, us? She's an apostle?"

    "If we're gonna stop her, we need to move before she enters the safe area."

    "We can't just let her go. Who knows what she'll do once she joins their side?"

    Amid the chaotic murmuring at a standstill, people appeared to block her path.

    They sought to detain her before she could reach the so-called safe area, the area near the Gate.

    Had they detected the tense atmosphere? Those filling the surroundings started to retreat.

    Thanks to that, a small space opened within the crowd.

    It wasn't hard for her to push those blocking her path aside.

    However, instead of lashing out at the visibly angry ones, she assumed a cautious stance.

    She deemed it necessary to ensure no further misunderstandings or resentment arose.

    "Hey, you! Why are you going to the Gate?"

    "Can't you see all these people stuck because of your actions?"

    "What are you going to do about it? There's only so much... Ouch!"

    "Ugh!"

    At that moment, one among those surrounding her toppled forward, rolling onto the ground.

    It was caused by someone approaching from behind and kicking him down.

    The one revealed behind the fallen outsider was someone she recognized.

    "Did you have some business with our apostle?"

    It was Joseph, who often mingled with K during Order missions or exclusive events.

    "This time, I want to commend your actions for not discriminating between front and back."

    Behind him, kirish and other outsiders bearing the Palao symbol appeared en masse.

    "Wow, are all those people from Palao?"

    "Whoa, that's Kirish. An Indian Platinum Rank!"

    "Crazy, there really are those affiliated with Palao."

    "I heard it is advised not to mess with them."

    "Rumors say they're packed with talented users?"

    Buzz, buzz.

    Amid the mounting buzz, the murmuring grew louder.

    While she was momentarily stunned by the unexpected intervention, kirish, who directly intervened in the commotion, spoke, looking at the fallen ones.

    "Will you continue? Because we don't intend to hold back either."

    The association doesn't interfere in mere violent incidents, they say.

    Faced with his warning-like and somewhat threatening tone, the fallen individual averted his gaze.

    He awkwardly rose to his feet, stealing glances, and withdrew from the scene.

    Together with those who previously blocked her path.

    "It's been a while, Rashar."

    In the meantime, Joseph approached her, offering a greeting first.

    She was openly showing signs of surprise, but she composed myself.

    She attempted to greet back in kind, as usual, but...

    "Why......"

    What came out of her mouth wasn't a greeting but a question.

    "Why did you help us......"

    It trailed off towards the end, barely audible.

    Yet it was clear enough for Joseph and Kirish, who were donning the Gold Rank and Platinum Rank respectively, to hear.

    "Why ask why we helped someone helping us! Naturally, we helped our apostle! We don't want to get tangled up in an unnecessary scuffle."

    "But...... but considering what the Order is doing to you guys, it's understandable for them to be wary of me......"

    "Hey, those individuals were just dumb."

    "Indeed."

    The usually silent Kirish chimed in.

    "We can tell the difference between those attempting to use us and those who genuinely care."

    For some reason, those simple words lowered the corners of her mouth.

    She clasped her hands tightly and pressed her lips together with strength.

    "I'm sure Rashar is here to aid us rather than hinder. I mean, am I wrong?"

    Despite the Order's actions, they didn't misconstrue her intentions. They viewed them for what they were.

    Afraid they might see her expression, she slightly bowed her head, shaking 'no' from side to side.

    "Let's go, we'll handle anyone trying to start trouble."

    Rasha nodded again.

    Avoiding words, she responded with head gestures, and followed after Kirish and his group.

    Upon arriving at the Gate, she couldn't hide her dismay.

    "Sigh......"

    A golden, semi-transparent barrier stood where usually thousands traversed daily.

    'They really involved Temoria........'

    The knights essentially guarding the entrance to the Gate were Shelver Vilkzion's elite guards.

    Yet what kept outsiders from reaching the Gate was the Barrier of Patience.

    The one who erected this barrier was the second apostle of Temoria, Haley Sodenia.

    "Hmm? It's been a while, dear."

    Since being chosen as an apostle, she had outwardly pretended to be friendly, seemingly a caring senior.

    'Often subtly mocking her situation.'

    The very last apostle of an order without a god.

    From the perspective of an apostle within a fully established order, perhaps she seemed laughable.

    But she never lamented her situation.

    Nor have she ever been resentful of Palao, who chose her.

    She had always prided herself on her choices, living proudly by them.

    That's why she could feel genuine anger at the sight before her now.

    "What is this, what are you doing?"

    Even with an evidently lowered tone, there was little response on her side.

    "What do you mean? We merely erected a barrier granted by the god to protect the poor souls."

    "Are you really calling that an excuse? If it was truly to protect the believers, you should've gone to the frontline!"

    Knowing Haley's history, her anger grew uncontrollably.

    Throughout the more than ten years of war, she has never stayed at the frontline.

    Hailing from the Atar Empire's nobility, she continued her peaceful life in Gemal.

    Unlike the life before, her life post became lavish, even extravagant.

    'Though publicly claimed to woo donations from the nobles, is it truly so?'

    Rumor had it that every day she hosted parties with the nobles, the food wasted merely for being cold formed small mountains.

    To get that food, people in the slums fiercely competed.

    How much more was spent on buying expensive dresses and jewels?

    Had she purchased medicines with that money, more soldiers might have survived.

    Considering the other apostles of Temoria participated regularly in defending the frontline fortifications, Haley's life wasn't that devout.

    'And now she claims it's for the believers' sake?'

    Shamelessly, was hindering those who bled and fought in this world truly for the believers' benefit?

    One might say she was literally fuming.

    "Withdraw your authority immediately and step aside! We cannot meddle in the return of the outsiders!"

    Even if their sudden departure seemed cruel, there's a boundary of rules to be observed.

    As an ally, she talked about duties and conscience that should be maintained.

    "What if she step aside? What then?"

    Not everyone lives adhering to the same values.

    "Surely you don't believe the frontlines can endure without the outsiders, do you?"

    There are always those like Haley who prioritize outcomes and benefits.
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    "You should be grateful to me, not angry."

    Thanks to me shouldering the disgrace and blocking the outsiders, the front line would be maintained.

    "I know your kind very well. Always pretending to be noble and righteous, but unwilling to bear even a tiny speck of dirt."

    Haley glared sharply at Rashar.

    "Have you ever thought about how you can eat and drink thanks to the donations I gathered while holding back nausea among the nobles?"

    And she criticized her choice to prioritize conscience.

    "You, with your head in the clouds, will blame yourself, thinking you blocked the retreat of the outsiders and drove them to their deaths."

    "But remember, it's because I took on this disgrace that you can keep your paradise today."

    She justified her actions as she believed she was making a wise decision.

    Even though those sacrificed were outsiders, who neither were born nor grew up on this land.

    Watching Haley full of conviction instead of guilt, Rashar found herself at a loss for words.

    'Am I truly the foolish one, or are they the wicked ones?'

    It was a moment of grinding teeth in the face of a question without an answer.

    "Hey, you idiots!"

    A voice suddenly shouted.

    Surprised, they turned to see who had shouted.

    Emerging through the crowd of outsiders was a lone boy.

    "It's you...!"

    Rashar's eyes widened as she recognized him.

    It was Rancho Kannos, the only apostle of Meferoseta, who emerged through the throng.

    "If you want to die, die alone!"

    Rancho, red-faced, shouted brazenly as he appeared without any preannouncement.

    "Why are you pulling me into this mess?!"

    Stamping his feet, Rancho continued unleashing a stream of invectives.

    Rashar was utterly flustered by his sudden appearance.

    Though surely less taken aback than the knights within the barrier.

    Rancho Kannos, a man who could utilize the authority of foresight at any time.

    Though constrained by the rule of not divulging the future he sees.

    However, this constraint was only applicable when conveying precise details.

    'Actions are not restricted.'

    His direct intervention to change the situation was not considered a violation of the rules.

    Therefore, in Biharin, there is a convention that assumes all the actions of Meferoseta's apostle aim to alter the future.

    This led to cases where the apostle became high-handed, worsening the situation.

    Nonetheless, it's impossible for ordinary people to completely disregard or ignore the power of foresight.

    And in not being able to see the future, Rashar was similar to the ordinary.

    'What future did he witness to come here so furious?'

    Amidst the shared curiosity of those who recognized Rancho's identity at once.

    "Quickly! It'll be futile if it's too late!"

    "All right, all right."

    Another person emerged from the crowd, the same as Rancho.

    A figure with pure white hair, neatly braided, sighed deeply as they appeared.

    "Colin?"

    The figure was Colin Behir, the first apostle of Karlos.

    Rumored to be involved in crafting a holy beast, his presence there was bewildering.

    As Rashar's sense of curiosity soared, Colin let out another sigh and reached out.

    "Old man!"

    Haley, realizing the significance of his gesture, screamed to stop him.

    But a golden light shimmered, and the Barrier of Patience began to crumble.

    Rashar's eyes gleamed differently in an instant.

    'I don't know what happened for these two to come here, but'

    She couldn't pass up this chance.

    "Rashar!"

    Even before Rancho finished calling her, Rashar kicked off the ground and drew her sword.

    The Palao knights, who had stood ready and tense behind her, swiftly raised their swords.

    There was no need to issue any specific command.

    All orders had already been given at headquarters before coming here.

    - You are permitted to kill those who resist.

    Following those words, the knights of the Order of Palao swung their swords without hesitation.

    Red blood splattered onto the white world tree statue.

    Never had Rashar imagined the day would come when she'd be engaging in slaughter at a place symbolizing harmony, but she did not stop her hand.

    As events unfolded so far, common sense dictated that the outsiders realized the situation.

    They needed to back Rashar's side to reclaim the gate.

    Just as the outsiders were about to add their strength, having quickly grasped the situation.

    "Don't get involved. This is something we need to resolve on our own."

    Once again, Rancho screamed loudly.

    Consequently, none of the outsiders took part in the battle.

    Colin, united with Rancho, casually waved his hand to keep them at bay.

    "Oh, oh!"

    Each time he moved his hand, the outsiders were pushed back.

    As if suggesting that their intervention bore only misfortune.

    Even after ensuring outsiders didn't meddle through divine intervention, the battle raged on.

    "Wow, our Apostle is no joke. I've never seen Rashar fight before."

    "She's said to be a genius for a reason. She's really something."

    The Palao affiliated outsiders, starting with Joseph and Kirish, exchanged words back and forth.

    "Wow, how mana flows through the air. Is that the domination stage?"

    "If one could control mana like that, there's no need for long-range or AoE magic."

    "But that's not right. Mana has its ranks. No matter how skilled, knowing how to execute magic is better."

    "That magic can be nullified, can't it?"

    "Really, why argue about such things? It's not a game of rock-paper-scissors. Everything has its pros and cons."

    "Mana Domination is 5 billion, right? When will I ever see that..."

    "K said not to buy anything related to mana."

    "A man from Switzerland bought that platinum rank but ended up achieving nothing. Just wasted 5 billion."

    "Handling mana is pointless without talent."

    Their banter, oscillating between chats and jabs, continued for a while longer.

    As Rashar's prowess continued, the victory leaned more heavily to one side.

    As a result, the opposition eventually surrendered, throwing down their weapons.

    Of course, Haley didn't give up resistance until the end.

    Yet due to Colin's persistent intervention, her rebellion was of little consequence.

    In the end, Rashar succeeded in subduing Haley by pinning her down with her knee.

    'Even having occupied the gate without authorization, Haley remains an apostle of Temoria.'

    Rashar didn't have the authority to summarily execute her.

    Especially since a Meferoseta apostle had recently fallen on the front line.

    For the time being, restraining Haley rather than eliminating her was the best option.

    "Old man! Why are you interfering?!"

    Haley's voice, laced with aggravation, echoed as she was pinned to the ground in her own blood.

    Colin clicked his tongue and murmured under his breath as he faced her accusations head-on.

    "Because he has eyes, see whom Rancho's choice is beside."

    A remark indicating Haley had made a wrong choice and a testament to it.

    Knowing this well, Haley raised her voice even more in desperation.

    Why, why was the successor of foresight siding with Rashar over her?

    'It's the right choice! My choice is wise!'

    If we don't hold these outsiders, then what will happen next?

    How do they plan to face another legion approaching grimly, coloring the ground black?!

    Despite accepting disgrace for the necessary choice for this world, why?!

    Cries of frustration were rising from Haley as she yelled at the top of her lungs.

    That's when the crowd of outsiders parted, revealing fully armed knights.

    At the forefront stood a person whom Haley recognized and cheered for.

    "Greg!"

    Leading the knights to the gate was Greg Tembon, the chief officer of the southern front.

    It so happened the new apostle that appeared belonged to Temoria just like Haley.

    "How many apostles will be coming to this crowded place?"

    Before anyone could finish murmuring, the clashing sound of metal on metal rang out.

    As the second round seemed about to commence, outsiders nervously began arming themselves one after another.

    However, contrary to expectations, Greg, with a formidable cadre of knights, showed an unexpected reaction.

    "Honestly, this is unbelievable."

    The sharp voice and scornful eyes betrayed nothing if not clarity in their misunderstanding.

    Those emotions were directed at Haley, now disgracefully grounded.

    "Are you even aware of yourself as an apostle? Have some shame."

    Spitting out his disdain, Greg turned to Rashar and spoke.

    "Why didn't you kill her?"

    Rashar gulped nervously at his icy tone and responded.

    "I didn't think it was my prerogative. There's the issue with the front line's barrier and an official trial..."

    "Did the Barrier of Patience seem so fragile that it would collapse over some vacancy?"

    Adding a line stating that there was no need to regard someone who never fulfilled her duty.

    With that, Greg gestured to his men behind him.

    This prompted the knights to advance and confiscate Haley's relics and restrain her.

    Feeling betrayed by Greg, whom she thought would aid her, Haley raised her voice again.

    "Greg! What are you doing?!"

    "You've humiliated the order thoroughly with your shortsighted thinking. Don't expect to escape quietly."

    "What?"

    "Even Jose is furious about this incident, so you can look forward to it."

    At Greg's cold admonishment, the knights took Haley away.

    Afterward, Greg turned to the assembly and spoke.

    "I promise there will be definite punishment regarding today's incident."

    Although a promise made to those who would leave held little significance.

    Greg repeated the assurance of Haley's punishment and lowered his head slightly.

    "Let's keep the farewells simple. Thank you for everything. Even the High Priest of Temoria wishes to convey his deepest gratitude and apology. I'm sure those who sent an apostle here have reached the same decision."

    The moderates, who had been purging extremists and consolidating real power within the order, decided not to detain the departing outsiders.

    Having conveyed that intention, Greg turned to Rashar.

    "You'll handle the aftermath, Rashar. Leave the knights just in case."

    With that, Greg promptly departed, as if there was nothing more to see.

    Once Greg left, Rashar went about removing the bodies and cleaning up the scene with a composed face.

    Afterwards, the knights of the Palao and Temoria orders formed ranks around the gate.

    Among the outsiders eyeing each other nervously, the first to make a move were Kirish and Joseph.

    Approaching the gate, they turned toward Rashar.

    It seemed that they had something to say but paused momentarily.

    Instead of leaving any words, they quietly waved their hands before vanishing.

    Rashar stared at the spot where they had disappeared.

    'Is this really the end?'

    Though there hadn't been much interaction, they had still seen each other for quite some time.

    'We won't meet again.'

    Thinking about the sudden parting, she felt a pang of regret.

    But she couldn't show it outwardly.

    Keeping a composed facade, Rashar remained in her spot.

    Starting with Joseph and Kirish, the outsiders densely gathered around the gate began to leave one by one.

    As time passed, the crowd thinned, yet the procession of those leaving Biharin seemed endless.

    Many gathered at Loborre via portals and teleportation magic circles.

    Whether when the setting sun cast its glow on the earth.

    Or when the stars twinkled in the deep night.

    Or when the horizon grew bright with the early dawn.

    When the brilliant sun shone brightly from above.

    Rashar solemnly bade farewell to them from beside the gate.

    After patiently standing watch for a day and even half longer, until the sunset slowly approached again.

    Yang Taeho appeared on the path leading to the Temple of Temoria.

    As their eyes met, both flinched for their own reasons, their shoulders trembling.

    Then, unknowingly, Rashar glanced at the path leading to the Shrine of Palao.

    Sure enough, K was walking along that path.
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    Rashar had instinctively lowered her head.

    Then she saw the dried and shriveled bloodstains on the floor.

    'I feel like I want to crawl into a hole and hide.'

    The bloodstains left here were testament to the Order's ugliness.

    Was it because she was standing in a place where that evidence remained vivid?

    She couldn't bring herself to look K directly in the eye.

    'Still, if there's any small consolation......'

    It had been quite some time since their relationship had cooled.

    They were no longer in a position to exchange personal greetings.

    Once she sent him off in silence like now, it would all finally end.

    She resolved herself to this and waited for K to leave.

    "I'll go first, so don't be late."

    "Yes, don't worry."

    For some reason, K sent Yang Taeho off first and stepped aside by the gate.

    Afterward, he watched as the outsiders who had arrived later than him passed through the gate.

    After sunset, the number of outsiders hurriedly running toward the gate significantly decreased.

    At some point, no one was seen.

    "One minute......"

    Only then did K, who had been mumbling softly, move toward the gate.

    Rashar, who had been nervously glancing at his feet, closed her eyes and recited inwardly.

    'May you succeed.'

    News had spread that their world had also become dangerous.

    However, she did not have the courage to speak, so she wished him good luck from afar as she saw her friend off.

    After sending K off, she finally found the words to counter Haley's criticism.

    'What remains is entirely our responsibility.'

    Even if hope seemed elusive, it was something that the lives of this land had to bear.

    What the outsiders should protect was undoubtedly in the land where they were born and raised.

    'We can't force them to abandon their world to protect ours.'

    Some might criticize her as foolish and naive for her decision.

    'But I do not regret it.'

    Just as Haley believed in her choice, so did Rashar.

    While Rashar was steadfastly reassuring herself.

    "In case you're wondering."

    A familiar voice was heard.

    Startled, Rashar quickly lifted her head, making a noise.

    K was looking at her from in front of the bloodstained World Tree statue.

    He left her with words she could not comprehend.

    "Don't remain in Gemal."

    Before Rashar could digest the meaning of those words, K's figure disappeared, and the white sphere floating in mid-air began to crumble.

    It was, at last, a farewell.

    * * *

    Instead of returning to Earth as usual, I fell into a white space.

    It was the space where I occasionally conversed with the Damned System.

    Although I hadn't been notified beforehand, I wasn't terribly surprised.

    I had expected this to some extent.

    'Before closing the gate, I need to bring the ones we agreed to extract in advance.'

    The timer of the fourth chapter had ended, but the gate itself was probably not closed.

    It was more accurate to see it as only the entrance being shut.

    'I had also sent a message to Horfe to gather the clan and return home.'

    Although I hadn't been able to check personally, the message probably appeared for the Dwarf tribe as well.

    Therefore, I had assumed that when Main Act 2, Scenario 4 ended, the migration of the Beastfolk and Dwarves would begin.

    'Why is this taking so long?'

    It seemed like I had been in this white space for over an hour, and the Damned System had given no sign of life.

    There was the issue of breaking free from the shackles and creating an entrance behind the 7 Great Gods' backs, all of which were no easy tasks.

    'If it's going to be like this, they should have postponed the end of Scenario 4.'

    Scowling, I crossed my arms and tapped my foot.

    The way they were distributing time seemed ridiculous.

    As a result, I was left wasting time and becoming more frustrated.

    I couldn't feel the presence of the system, but just in case, I voiced my irritation in a grumpy tone.

    "Hey System, hurry up. What are you dawdling around for?"

    However, the system seemed oblivious to my voice and continued to leave me in limbo.

    'This is driving me crazy; there's a mountain of things to do once I return to Earth......'

    Amidst these thoughts and a sudden unsettling feeling, a realization hit me.

    'Could it be that they are trying to keep me locked here?'

    If they intended to bind my hands and feet to prevent me from meddling.

    'No.'

    The carefully laid out plans would crumble in an instant.

    As long-lost anxiety crept in, I took a deep breath.

    HIDDEN MISSION

    「Migration of Demi-humans」

    The migration of two previously agreed upon races is about to begin.

    (Time Limit: 01:00:00)

    「REWARD」

    • Enhanced Earth's Military Power

    The Hidden Mission window appeared, and suddenly, the border of the white space split open.

    "Phew......"

    An involuntary sigh of relief escaped me.

    Thankfully, it seemed to be needless worry.

    I shook off my anxiety and turned around.

    A dozen spaces had suddenly opened where the division occurred.

    Soon after, familiar faces appeared through them.

    "K?"

    It was the association personnel, including Lily and Yang Hyewon.

    'A total of ten people.'

    They were heads of branches from countries that agreed to take in the Beastfolk.

    Six from each continent, with an additional country added if the continent was vast.

    In total, ten countries were responsible for the migration of the two races.

    Assistance from neighboring countries within the same continent had been agreed upon if support was needed.

    Looking at the situation of the mercenary-like Beastfolk, I felt a pang of heartache.

    Of course, I didn't plan to let them be used like this indefinitely.

    While pondering secretly, Lily approached and spoke.

    "The Hidden Mission window appeared, so we came in, but what is this place......"

    "Think of it as a space created by the System."

    I responded to her words as I glanced into the void.

    I wondered if the System would appear, but it continued to remain absent after I crossed the gate.

    Judging by the appearance of the hidden mission, it seemed to be preparing an entrance.

    Sure enough, moments later, in the direction opposite from where the heads of branches entered, another space was torn apart.

    That must be connected to the dwelling of either the Beastfolk or the Dwarves.

    Since they probably had never used a gate before, I would have to go over and bring them here.

    I thought as much and took a step toward the new entrance.

    "Huh?"

    A familiar face suddenly popped out from beyond the entrance.

    "K?"

    It was an unexpectedly long-awaited sight of Berta.

    "K!"

    He grinned widely and leaped toward me.

    As soon as I caught Berta, who traversed a distance over ten meters with a fantastic jump.

    "Berta! How could you just jump through there..."

    I was taken aback as I met Breche's eyes, who followed Berta through the gate.

    "Oh?"

    "It's been a while."

    Raising a hand in greeting, I found Berta climbing up my arm to rest into his usual spot on my shoulder.

    With Berta perched on me, I approached the new entrance.

    Meanwhile, brece, who had entered, raised his tail straight up and spoke.

    "It's really been a while."

    Though he seemed genuinely glad to see me, exchanging pleasantries would have to be postponed.

    The time limit for the Hidden Mission was only an hour.

    After finishing a brief exchange with Breche, I spoke to Lily.

    "I'll go get the Beastfolk."

    Following that, I leaned through the entrance where Berta and Breche came from.

    There, I saw the gathered Beastfolk.

    'The entrance differs from the one we used.'

    Perhaps due to the smaller number of users?

    "Hey, it's K."

    "K?"

    "The human who spoke with the chief."

    "Oh, an outsider?"

    Murmurs arose among those who recognized me as I wholly crossed over to their side.

    A dense forest with homes of varying sizes and shapes scattered about.

    It seemed to be the residence of the Beastfolk.

    'They said the scale was that of a small village, and they were right.'

    With my entire self through, I pointed to the entrance and said.

    "Enter through here. Time is short, so be quick."

    The Beastfolk exchanged looks briefly but crossed the entrance without objections.

    "Hey, everyone! We have to go!"

    Those at the back quickly began alerting the village to avoid leaving anyone behind.

    'They obediently follow.'

    Thanks to Horfe likely relaying my instructions.

    'But where is Horfe?'

    Although I intended to grab a nearby Beastfolk to ask about Horfe's whereabouts, there was no need.

    I noticed him exiting from a neighboring house.

    Immediately, my eyes fell upon what he was holding.

    The Beastfolk typically had minimal possessions.

    Most of them just carried bags about the size of their heads or torsos, and some even came empty-handed.

    Similarly, Horfe carried no significant possessions but held something peculiar.

    It was about the same size as his hand, with fur and stripes, ears, and a tail — it wriggled.

    "Hmm?"

    Noticing my gaze, Horfe chuckled boldly and said.

    "Oh, the effect of what you gave was quite good!"

    ...... It seems I've unwittingly contributed to the reproductive cycle of the tiger Beastfolk. Feeling a bit embarrassed, I kept quiet, while Horfe proudly presented his child to me.

    "It was born two weeks ago. You want to hold it?"

    He held the yawning baby tiger Beastfolk right up to my face.

    "Oh, this one's a son, by the way."

    "No, thank you."

    I was already carrying one on my head; I could do without babysitting another.

    "First, let's hurry; we don't have much time."

    Horfe's aides, who usually followed him, were outside the entrance keeping the Beastfolk in line.

    With that sorted, I re-entered the white space, where there were noticeably more association personnel now.

    Another gate entrance had also appeared, through which the Dwarves were coming.

    However, like the Beastfolk, they did not all arrive in a rush.

    Only three heavily armed Dwarves cautiously examined through the white space.

    I cautiously observed them, being unfamiliar with their appearance.

    'They're a bit different from what I imagined.'

    I'd thought of the Dwarves from The Lord of the Rings movies, but they were much smaller.

    About knee-high, with ears that took up a third of their faces and cheeks that seemed bursting.

    If I had to describe them, they felt like a shrunken version of the dwarves from the Snow White animation.

    My scrutiny was interrupted by Yang Hyewon's approach.

    "They're quite wary due to the complete lack of contact."

    Yang Hyewon was the only one with a connection to the Dwarves.

    So she had intended to cross and meet them first.

    'They reportedly panicked and pushed Yang Hyewon back when she tried to poke her head through?'

    The situation was clear enough.

    There was not enough time to convince each of them.

    Considering the time it would take for their large numbers to move as well.

    I approached them as I reached a decision.

    "Excuse me."

    All at once, their attention turned to me.

    "You must be K?"

    The voice that recognized me focused on my armor.

    Thanks to this, I could know the name of someone I had never seen.

    "You must be Glem Tomar."

    "Yes, I am Glem, the leader of the Tomar tribe."

    I crouched to be at a comfortable speaking height.

    "Are you no longer interested in migrating?"

    Going straight to the point, glem furrowed his brows deeply.

    "Not the words of someone who's left us unattended for months."

    "Unfortunately, it wasn't possible for us to ignore the Emperor's watchful eye."

    I glanced at the entrance they had crossed and continued nonchalantly.

    "You didn't trust the secret pact with us, yet you chose to cross here for the same reason, didn't you?"

    They blocked Yang Hyewon from coming in and crossed into the space themselves.

    'In full battle gear, no less.'

    They determined it was better to take risks themselves than have us appear where they were.

    The reason was apparent.

    The strict security Yang Hyewon encountered upon reaching the Dwarves' village.

    'At that level, it's imprisonment rather than protection.'

    Their choice to migrate certainly factored in their utter lack of freedom.

    I openly faced Glem as I spoke.

    "I acknowledge the lack of smooth communication might have caused unease, but given your circumstances, I believe it's understandable. In the end, we kept our promise and have come to escort you through this means."

    "......"

    "Decide now since time is short. Will you come with us or stay behind?"

    Once I finished speaking, glem's gaze briefly rose upwards.

    The symbol preserved even after passing through the gate.

    There couldn't be anything above me except for Berta.

    I didn't understand what significance that held for him, but.

    "Damn, it seems I've run into someone who won't listen to grievances."

    Glem, grumbling loud enough for me to hear, turned and spoke.
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    "Wait. I'm going to bring the family."

    "Can you gather them quietly in one spot? If necessary, I can handle the knights myself."

    Glem let out a snort at my consideration for battle.

    "What do you take us for!"

    In preparation for emergencies, they had dug an underground tunnel connecting the village and installed magic tools to show illusions.

    'It seems they're not particularly fond of receiving help from others.'

    It was a statement indicating they could handle the situation by themselves.

    About five minutes after Glem and the dwarves had proudly disappeared, the dwarves began to appear one by one, burdened with loads thrice their size.

    The migration of the dwarf tribe had begun.

    'Quite different.'

    On one side, they came as if going on an outing with light luggage, while the other side came carrying every possible item like they were moving houses.

    It might have been due to the nature of the race, but the difference in information played a role as well.

    The Beastfolk knew that once they crossed over to Earth, everything from clothing to everyday items would change.

    This was because we had actively communicated this information to them.

    I was also the one who advised them to only take precious metals that could be valuable.

    On the other hand, the dwarves couldn't fathom the life they would lead on Earth.

    They had probably only encountered outsiders like us once or twice.

    Hence, this difference had arisen.

    I watched a pot clatter against another on a dwarf's bag, then buried my face in my hands.

    'The initial settlement will receive maximum support from the governments of each country, so it should be okay.'

    I pushed my worries aside and withdrew.

    Under the command of the branch managers, the Beastfolk and the dwarves were divided into ten groups, each headed towards a different exit.

    With nothing more to do while they moved, I quietly stepped to the outskirts.

    Lily, having delegated tasks to the staff, approached as if she'd been waiting.

    "The migration itself is proceeding smoothly. It should be completed well within the time limit."

    "That's a relief."

    Even as I replied, I wondered why she'd come to me.

    "A new Alpha has emerged on Earth."

    "Hmm?"

    "The Purification Trait is nearing Level 3, and I'm contemplating merging them with the existing Alpha management team."

    Lily did not waste time and got straight to the point.

    If the Trait was nearing Level 3 at this point, it meant they had survived the fourth selection.

    It seemed they had come after hearing that the Association was offering special protection for Alphas.

    "That's great."

    I nodded calmly.

    Apart from me, having another individual quickly emerge who could purify pathogens and corrupted mana was excellent news.

    "What is their personality like?"

    Since they had emerged, it would have been nice if they were like Aesa, someone zealously living for a greater cause.

    "... There is a criminal record."

    "Fuuh."

    Things wouldn't be any fun if they went so smoothly.

    "They were a Somali pirate and had been wanted."

    It didn't seem wise to merge such an individual with the existing Alphas.

    Lily was surely aware of this, so why bring this issue for discussion?

    The deliberation was not long.

    "Is it Fabian's side?"

    "... Yes."

    The bastard was persistently politicking within the Association, refusing to die.

    Among the initial successful Alpha promotions from the fifth selection, there were two, growing rapidly under Lily's protection.

    The entire team handling them was composed of Silver ranks, with the captain being of Platinum rank.

    These new Alphas were riding a supreme bus using the Trait of equitable mana distribution among party members.

    'If we simply have senior members hunt for them, their individual combat power will decline.'

    At this moment, however, nurturing their Traits seemed more urgent.

    In these circumstances, to merge them with a pirate Alpha who grew facing all sorts of outside dangers?

    'Fabian's side is likely trying to gain influence by latching onto the new Alpha.'

    Suffice to say, the existing Alphas, including myself, largely belonged to Lily's side.

    'Should I just kill him?'

    The longer Fabian lived, the more he became an unhelpful being toward my desired future.

    Thus, it was tempting to contemplate an effective way to eliminate him.

    'Let's just think about it.'

    Musing over Fabian's face stored in my memory, I opened my mouth.

    "Does the Association have the capacity for another Platinum rank?"

    Lily shook her head.

    Despite ending the second act, third chapter, and the Earth Defense War, holes continuously emerged around Earth.

    Though none were massive, and the situation had been contained well enough to avoid serious incidents, the unpredictability of these Holes changed the atmosphere significantly.

    Branch managers from around the world wouldn't easily release a Platinum rank, the most perfect means of defending their own countries.

    Even Lily seemed to have no intention of extracting another Platinum rank from the U. S.

    'Can't be helped.'

    I clicked my tongue briefly and then said, sweeping my hair back.

    "For the time being, I'll send Taeho hyung."

    With the recent successive hunting of legions, Yang Taeho and Kim Yul also became Platinum ranks.

    Thus, by sending Yang Taeho to protect the new Alphas for the time being, Lily beamed.

    Though I felt sorry for her, I had no intention of keeping Yang Taeho away for long.

    'Taeho hyung is a player affiliated with Temoria holding a Platinum rank.'

    This meant he possessed the strongest defensive capability, save for authority coupons.

    Such a person couldn't be kept far from my family for long.

    'It's a temporary measure until I sort out Fabian.'

    While formulating a rough sketch in my mind, the migration continued steadily.

    With their figures disappearing one by one through different exits, I found myself left alone in the white space.

    Predicting what would happen next wasn't difficult.

    'Is it really over now?'

    Even though the timer for the hidden mission had more than ten minutes left, it was a meaningless transaction.

    The system was certainly about to close the Gate.

    I became absorbed in stray thoughts ahead of the conclusion.

    Even though there had been slight commotion during the players' retreat, it was still more manageable than expected.

    'Thanks to Yuria and the moderates, who tacitly allowed the players' retreat, akin to betrayal.'

    'The consistent pursuit of capturing and eliminating the extremists bore fruit after all.'

    Had it been like in the past, when they predominated, we wouldn't have left Bihar quietly like this.

    While I was soaking in such reflections, the system seemed to mock me as the white space began to crumble slowly.

    It didn't stop there but began confirming every aspect.

    「The connection to the Order's website is being severed.」

    「The affiliation with the Order is being erased (existing benefits for admitted members will be retained).」

    「Main Scenario Act 1, scenarion 1: Qualification Certification is being permanently deleted.」

    「Main Scenario Act 1, Scenario 2: Entrance Exam is being permanently deleted.」

    「The connection to the sub-server (Bihar) is being severed.」

    「The mission program is being updated. The spatial arrangement of the Hole is being normalized.」

    "The guild management program is activated."

    "The closure of the Gate is starting."

    I was clearly aware that the connection with Bihar wasn't entirely severed.

    'Other Gates exist, as well as Holes.'

    Nonetheless, I was concerned about everything I left behind.

    Perhaps it was inevitable. No one could predict what events might transpire in Bihar in my absence.

    To control this anxiety, I tightly closed my eyes. Simultaneously, the system window appeared over the darkness.

    「Congratulations on your safe return!」

    I had left the white space and returned to Earth.

    'I did everything I could do.'

    It should be sufficient to withstand the time without me.

    It was a time to trust in that.

    * * *

    Inside the NBC News Studio.

    "PD, why are you trembling like this? Anyone would think you're an aspen. It's the news we broadcast daily."

    "Wouldn't you be nervous? K is coming!"

    While the conversation between the PD and the sound director was lively, someone stealthily approached.

    "But will he really come? Frankly, I'm worried we might waste time. K has never accepted an interview request, you know."

    "Um? Didn't he hold a press conference before? And the writers have already arranged a schedule with K..."

    "That was because of requests from the government and the Association. He's never accepted a personal interview request before."

    "Hey? Sounds like you are wishing for K to not show up? Are you cursing the shoot to fail, or what?"

    "No, it's just... I'm suspicious of how reporter Park managed to secure an interview with K, that's all."

    As the murmured conversation grew louder, Park Hayoung's gaze naturally drifted there.

    She made eye contact with Jang Yeonhee, an announcer from the same broadcast.

    'I wondered why she came since it wasn't her interview.'

    It seemed she just wanted to pick a fight.

    "Oh, sorry. Did you hear that?"

    After broadcasting as if to be overheard, she pretended otherwise.

    'I really wonder why she acts like this.'

    Jang Yeonhee had never liked Park Hayoung.

    As an announcer, and with Hayoung being a field reporter, they rarely crossed paths.

    They had perhaps seen each other a handful of times while coming and going from the broadcaster.

    Without any apparent reason, Jang Yeonhee would glare angrily whenever they met, leaving Park Hayoung baffled.

    Finding herself at a loss, she continued staring until Jang Yeonhee sneered.

    "Don't take it too personally. It was a genuine concern."

    "..."

    "Thanks to reporter Park's hullabaloo about landing an interview with K, didn't you see how busy the shooting team and the director's staff got? They even had to adjust the entire news script. It was a lot of trouble for everyone, so imagine the catastrophe if the interview falls through."

    Quite a detailed explanation for someone who claimed not to want to think of it.

    It was naturally a curse hoping for the interview to fail.

    'The production team has already scheduled with Hyunwoo, confirming the visit. On what basis does she say the interview will fail?'

    Before or now, Jang Yeonhee remained unchanged. Park Hayoung countered with a benign façade.

    "You still have a good voice."

    It was a jab referring to the incident where she cursed on-air with a live mic, causing quite a scandal.

    A common anchor might have seen their career crumble because of that incident.

    Jang Yeonhee, however, had a wealthy husband to thank for still having a spot.

    Her husband pushed many advertisements, and her disciplinary action only ended with a three-month pay cut.

    As Park Hayoung alluded to this past event, Jang Yeonhee's eyes grew sharp.

    "What do you mean by that?"

    While she seemed fine belittling and maligning others, she was particularly sensitive when criticized herself.

    'Absolutely pathetic, just pathetic.'

    Scoffed Park Hayoung quickened her pace, flicking through the question cards she stayed up preparing.

    "It was merely a compliment about your excellent articulation and diction, so why think otherwise?"

    Perhaps it was her tendency to speak sarcastically?

    Giving her own medicine, her cheek began to tremblingly quiver as Jang Yeonhee tried to suppress it.

    'What dedication she puts into futile bullying.'

    She certainly had creative ways to waste energy.

    'It would be nice if Hyunwoo could see this.'

    Park Hayoung found herself missing the student council president, who used to fiercely pursue rumors of bullying or ostracization within the school.

    "Ha, you're spinning your words, which means you're nervous, huh? Afraid that K won't show?"

    Park Hayoung stared at Jang Yeonhee as if observing an unknown creature.

    What kind of thought process led them to this conclusion after what just happened and the talk earlier?

    'I just can't understand it, can't fathom it.'

    Feeling it wasn't worth responding anymore, Park Hayoung shook her head and looked away.

    "Thought so. I knew something was off."

    With a snort, Jang Yeonhee sat back, remarking.

    "She couldn't possibly know K."

    It seemed she was desperate to crush Park Hayoung somehow.

    The more she spoke, the harsher her curses became.

    "How can you trust those with pretty faces? They prance around like they're all that, pushing upright, honest people like us aside."

    Park Hayoung's abilities diminished. Undaunted, she even stooped to personal attacks.

    Right as others attempted to intervene to stop Jang Yeonhee, the production team assigned to meet K at the station entrance rushed in, flustered.

    "He, he, he's, he's arrived!"
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    Step, step.

    The sound of footsteps echoed loudly, and it was no illusion. The owner of those footsteps was a person who carried a significant weight.

    Everyone present remembered the events of a week-long fiery chaos in Gangnam not so long ago.

    The endless explosions, the terrifying screams, the incessant discovery of bodies, and the shocking videos and photos uploaded everywhere without any censorship or mosaic were unforgettable.

    'That nightmare of a week felt unbearably long for us.'

    Even those who weren't physically present experienced the tragedy through online coverage.

    That day, which was marked as a global disaster, lingered in everyone's memory, stirring both big and small emotional wounds.

    The one relief was that, for Korean people, these scars were relatively minor. This was due to the abnormally minimal financial losses and casualties.

    'The miracle was made by the players.'

    Among them, the person with the most significant contribution was undoubtedly Hyunwoo, who was entering the news studio right now.

    No one could deny that fact, especially after seeing the devastation India faced for not capturing the nemesis-rank quickly enough.

    'The world's strongest player.'

    Just his presence made the air feel heavier and somewhat carried a faint scent of blood.

    Those inside the studio couldn't remain unaffected by the pressure of a being who had taken thousands, or even millions of lives.

    Of course, Park Hayoung was no exception, and she stiffened up. It had been a long time since she last met Hyunwoo.

    That overwhelming tension brought back memories from those surreal past days.

    The dull ringing in her ears, the cries of monsters, and the metallic smell of blood mixed with gunpowder.

    If it continued, she surely would have panicked. But fortunately, "Um... should we come back later?"

    Just hearing Hyunwoo's voice immediately brought back the voice ingrained in her memories from that day.

    - If you want to live, move.

    - Run! Just keep looking forward and run to the barricade!

    Thanks to those words filled with concern.

    'I'm alive.'

    Park Hayoung, reminded that she was still alive, stood up quickly from her seat. She took deep breaths and approached Hyunwoo.

    "Hyunwoo!"

    Despite his intimidating presence, Hyunwoo's demeanor seemed to soften.

    "You're giving me such a warm welcome just because I said something?"

    With a smiling face, Hyunwoo extended his hand and wrapped his arm around Park Hayoung's neck. It was a light headlock that didn't bring any pain.

    "How've you been?"

    The unexpected, friendly gesture left everyone in the newsroom surprised as they watched the two.

    Whether they were aware of these gazes, Park Hayoung and Hyunwoo conversed openly, as if they were back in their school days.

    "You didn't fly here today, did you?"

    "I took a taxi."

    "Wow, you've finally matured? Every time your stories go up, the background is always the sky, so I was worried."

    "Hey, don't exaggerate. I barely got caught a few times."

    "But each time got multiplied by hundreds! You should think about your social position! Everything gets left as evidence material later, so why don't you act sensibly? Who do you think you are, superman?"

    "Are you nagging me right now?"

    Even amidst their friendly bickering, it was clear they were genuinely happy to see each other.

    "You two seem to know each other well...?"

    A producer approached them curiously, and Park Hayoung replied lightly.

    "We went to high school together."

    "Oh, so that's why the interview came about!"

    "Yes, that's right."

    In the short exchange between them, Hyunwoo interjected with a comment.

    "To be precise, we were just classmates. I got my high school diploma by taking an equivalency exam instead of graduating."

    "Well, same thing!"

    "It's clearly different."

    "Wow, you're still as strict as ever in that regard?"

    "People don't change easily."

    Hyunwoo, having released his arm from Park Hayoung's neck, asked.

    "By the way, why didn't you mention we were classmates?"

    "It wasn't on purpose. I guess I missed the timing to say it?"

    No sooner had she reported to her superiors that an interview with Hyunwoo was possible than everything started happening at once.

    Everyone was so focused on the fact that he would be interviewed, they didn't have time to consider how it came to be.

    At present, Hyunwoo was that influential a figure, someone far beyond the reach of everyday people or even players.

    Because of this, Jang Yeonhee had been picking fights, but that was over now.

    'Come on, it's enough that he's here.'

    Seeing Jang Yeonhee glaring irritably from not too far away, Park Hayoung shook her head.

    Meanwhile, Hyunwoo introduced himself to the producer.

    "I'm sorry for the late introduction. I'm Kang Hyunwoo."

    "Ah, ah! Nice to meet you! I'm pleased to meet you! I'm PD Son Hoyoung, managing today's interview. Here is Announcer Han Kyungsoo, who will be conducting the interview, this is the sound director, and..."

    After brief introductions, the producer and Park Hayoung took a moment to observe Hyunwoo once more.

    "Wow, you look even better than on UTube. The video should turn out well."

    "Right? I put some effort into my appearance today."

    The neat grey-toned slacks and a clean white shirt gave off an overall tidy vibe. The hair intentionally tousled added a stylish appearance.

    Without any special accessories or dye, Hyunwoo's sharp features left a strong impression.

    "Honestly, who styled you?"

    The reporter's instinct stirred, and she casually inquired, to which Hyunwoo, slightly brushing his hair with a finger, replied,

    "Oh, Yul helped me out when I mentioned I'll be on a news interview."

    Hearing a name she knew well but didn't expect to hear, Park Hayoung's eyes widened.

    "Yul? The Pink Retriever Kim Yul?!"

    Hyunwoo's expression suddenly stiffened. Opening and closing his mouth as if searching for words, he spoke in a clipped tone.

    "... Please tell me I just heard that wrong. Pink...what?"

    However, Park Hayoung, unaffected by Hyunwoo's reaction, couldn't hide her excitement.

    "Pink Retriever! Didn't you know? Yul is extremely popular these days! Honestly, you're not much for communication. No social media, rarely uploading videos. But our Pink Retriever is different!"

    "Pink..."

    "He's so adorable when he speaks. He even showed himself practicing Mana recently, did a Q&A, and he's still young but very resourceful. Do you have a picture with him? Knowing he's in the same party as you, I really deliberated on whether to mention it or not!"

    Chattering away, Park Hayoung spoke of Kim Yul as the epitome of cuteness and star potential. Hearing specific words repeatedly, Hyunwoo's expression grew increasingly peculiar.

    Thankfully, the awkwardness didn't last long.

    "Uh, Mr. K, you should start preparing soon..."

    The stage manager approaching behind the producer saved Hyunwoo, allowing him to follow with a sense of relief.

    After putting on the microphone and taking his seat, Park Hayoung approached to let him in on a few procedures.

    "When you see the cue sign, that's when it starts. You've got about 10 minutes to spare."

    She even prepared a tumbler, should he become thirsty during the interview.

    "What's in this, coffee?"

    "Just water. I'll leave it beside your chair."

    Coinciding with the start of the opening segment from another studio, monitoring it through the in-studio display, Hyunwoo remarked,

    "The opening is also live, right?"

    "Yeah, the announcers handle that in another room. Once it's time for your interview, the screen will switch."

    "Interesting."

    No sooner had Hyunwoo made his remark than a large caption appeared on the live news monitor.

    「Humanity's Hope - Exclusive Interview with Player K!」

    "... The captions feel larger than usual, is it just me?"

    "It's not new. Captions were added to all programs scheduled today because of your interview. The news articles have been plastered everywhere too."

    "I've seen the articles, but... they've been promoting the interview on other broadcast programs?"

    Just as Park Hayoung was about to respond, sudden exclamations arose from the producer and the production team.

    "Hmm? What's going on?"

    Curious about the commotion, Park Hayoung turned her head towards the source of the noise and widened her eyes.

    "Wow! Check out the real-time viewership numbers."

    "What about them?"

    "Right there, look at that number."

    "Oh, um... why?"

    "The digits are different from usual! It's about twenty times the normal count, wow... and it's still going up? The comments section is multilingual... there must be lots of international viewers!"

    "Hmmm..."

    Park Hayoung felt frustrated seeing Hyunwoo's nonchalant face, showing no particular emotion.

    "Hmmm, not quite an 'Oh, wow!' event! Don't you realize the extent of your influence? Your name alone causes such a drastic effect!"

    After listening to Park Hayoung's remark, Hyunwoo's gaze grew a bit deeper, pondering over something.

    "So earlier, the things you said weren't just idle nagging. There'll be people trying to mimic everything you do. If they cause societal issues, many will latch onto you... Though it wouldn't be your fault, as a journalist, I've seen famous individuals fall into controversy unexpectedly many times."

    "......"

    "You don't need a clear reason to dislike someone. I'm just saying... be mindful."

    Hyunwoo responded to Park Hayoung's concern-laden words with a light chuckle.

    "No need to worry. I told you, I really took a taxi."

    Before Park Hayoung could say more, the producer signaled for them to halt their conversation.

    "We'll talk later."

    "Sure."

    "Good luck with the interview."

    As she stepped out of the frame, the announcers mentioned the player on the monitor screen.

    「Let us watch now.』

    NBC commenced exclusive coverage of Hyunwoo's interview as the screen shifted.

    * * *

    "This is unfair."

    After the interview, I took Park Hayoung to a cafe near the broadcasting station.

    Her reaction upon arriving at the studio had been strange, so I wanted to see if there was any issue at hand.

    Before I could even bring up the topic, Park Hayoung started with an unexpected comment.

    "What is?"

    Taking a long sip of the iced americano we ordered, whispers were audible everywhere.

    And they all had their smartphone cameras directed at me, as a bonus. While I knew I had to get used to it, the frustration wouldn't ease.

    Fortunately, Park Hayoung's perturbed expression as she extended her smartphone towards me allowed a quick change in focus.

    「Around 1 PM, the Player's Association announced the completion of the first refugee rescue with the cooperation of some players, and you were also part of that mission, mr. Hyunwoo.」

    「Yes, I collaborated upon the Association's request.」

    「By refugees, do you mean individuals from other realms?」

    「If you speak strictly of origin, yes.」

    「Could you elaborate more about them?」

    「I am not at liberty to freely discuss the matter of the migrants. I am merely a registered individual player, not part of the Association.」

    「So you're saying it's similar to how I am a South Korean national but not a government employee?」

    「Perfect analogy. It even serves well in explaining why I can't officially provide more details beyond the Association's announcement. In fact, I've been issued a gag order.」

    「Then... could you share any unofficial insights instead of official ones?」

    「Hmm, I wonder. Unofficial stories...」

    「Mr. Hyunwoo, please, since you came all the way here, can't you just give us one more word...?」

    「Well, sometimes when they're quiet, they can be quite cute?」

    「Cute? Oh, I am genuinely curious. Who exactly came to Earth... Many in the live chat seem to be curious, too, but we'll have to wait for extra announcements from the Player's Association to know more.」

    「Yes, considering the sensitivity of the issue.」

    「Given Mr. Hyunwoo's resolute expression, you seem unlikely to divulge anything. Instead, can I ask if there will be a second rescue after the first one... though that might be pointless?」

    「Correct.」

    This video footage was from the interview filmed at the studio a short while ago.
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    It seemed like revisiting old times was possible once again.

    "What is this?"

    I was puzzled, so I asked Park Hayoung what the issue was. She responded.

    "Why is your diction so good? Have you been practicing for an announcer's job? Is that it? I switched to being a journalist because it was impossible for me!"

    "What are you talking about? A player's control over their body surpasses human level. Did you get that, civilian?"

    The same could be said for controlling one's tongue or vocal cords.

    Ordinary humans would need to practice hundreds or thousands of times to achieve what players could succeed at in one go.

    Just as the Damned System arbitrarily categorized, it was hard to see humans and players as the same species.

    'I was merely denying that fact on an emotional level.'

    Even if the system's classification was correct from an objective viewpoint, I would never accept it.

    "Anyway, this is unfair!"

    I grabbed the smartphone from Park Hayoung, who banged her forehead on the table in frustration.

    I touched the screen to rewind a bit and resume the part we had paused earlier.

    「We will update you with special reports from NBC as news about our new neighbors comes in.」

    The news concluded with announcer Han Kyungsu discussing the demihumans.

    As the script had outlined, my plan would proceed accordingly.

    'Yul starting by spreading videos focused on the young beastfolk of Beltana is the beginning.'

    Pretending it was a casual mistake during a live broadcast, by gradually leaking images, I intended to emphasize the alliance and the notion of them being friendly.

    '289,446 beastfolk and 38,743 dwarves.'

    They had to settle on Earth. When the war ended, there would be nowhere for them to return.

    'Bihar was already collapsing.'

    What lay at the end was a ruin uninhabitable for life.

    Thus, I regarded the adaptation of Biharin as a very important issue.

    To aid their adaptation, I planned to actively utilize video platforms and SNS systems, including UTube.

    'The public can be a vicious perpetrator and a great embracer.'

    By using that difference wisely, I could minimize rejection and help them assimilate into this world.

    This was an essential move, especially for the many more immigrants expected to arrive later.

    Of course, it wasn't me leading this endeavor but Kim Yul.

    'I'm not well-versed in trends in this area.'

    Once I provided the outcome I desired, Kim Yul would draft a detailed plan and execute it.

    To that end, we secured various filming and editing teams, and Kim Yul was actively engaging online.

    I also agreed to cooperate as much as possible. This interview was part of that cooperation.

    'Though it wasn't the entire reason for appearing in the interview.'

    Honestly, the discussion we had in the latter part was more crucial.

    「This time, let's talk about topics Mr. Hyunwoo can speak more about, rather than those difficult for him to address.」

    Announcer Han Kyungsu started.

    「Recently, unfortunate news has been spreading. It seems that the occurrence of objects named Holes through the Player Association is gradually increasing. Let's view the prepared on-site video by NBC.」

    The screen changed to an unexpected scene.

    A mysterious white orb floated in the middle of a congested highway.

    It was a sphere nearly the size of a basketball, larger than a person's head.

    「Look at that!」

    「Wow, it's the first time I'm seeing one in person.」

    「Isn't that a Hole? With two stars... Is it a low level?」

    To be precise, the orb wasn't completely white.

    A dark color was slowly rising from the bottom of the orb.

    It moved sinisterly like a creeping mist.

    The dark mist inside the orb was clearly visible as recorded in the video.

    These sightings were not the end.

    More videos followed, with some showing orbs dyed almost entirely black.

    「As you can see, the white or black orb is called a Hole. Mr. Hyunwoo, did I explain correctly?」

    「Yes, you did.」

    This change emerged when the system began summoning players to Earth.

    The previous method of selecting missions from a mission window and entering was replaced with random appearances of Holes.

    Just like the method Biharin used when it was invaded in the past.

    'With the system by my side, I couldn't block all the Holes.'

    This forced alteration in the mission's process was becoming permanent.

    The orb symbolized a place connected to a Hole.

    「If being near those Holes is so dangerous... Can you explain the exact reason?」

    「It's not difficult. Those are the pathways for monsters to cross over.」

    「If someone is near a Hole, then....」

    「It's very dangerous. The fewer stars above the orb, and the more active the movement of black smoke, the further you should run upon sighting it.」

    I explained.

    It indicated an imminent opening of a Hole.

    「I see....」

    「If you watch the video again, you'll realize the black grows slowly in some orbs but faster in others.」

    This phenomenon occurred due to a difference in the Hole's capacity.

    The lower the level of the corrupted area it connected to, the faster it filled.

    This was similar to how a smaller tunnel finishes construction faster than a larger one, given the same resources and manpower.

    Once smoke started filling the orb, players could enter a corrupted area of Biharin.

    If they cleared it perfectly and destroyed its messeo, the Hole would close without causing any harm on Earth.

    But if they were too late and the orb turned completely black, what then?

    「When that black smoke fills the white orb...」

    Han Kyungsu trailed off.

    「Monsters will come. To feast on delectable human flesh.」

    I continued, as my expression changed from keeping a light smile throughout the more amicable atmosphere of the conversation.

    Even just a slight sharpening of my gaze altered the feeling conveyed through the video entirely.

    「I—uh, so....」

    Han Kyungsu faltered, unable to adjust to the sudden pressure.

    I carried on, sparing him.

    「So, you must recognize that observing Holes, like the viewers of the report videos did, is extremely risky. Surely, there have already been incidents of harm?」

    When a Hole formed, mana from Bihar leaked out.

    To manage them, associations from various countries assigned patrols to players with Mana Detection skills to detect that mana and dispatched personnel to the scene.

    Still, some Holes would connect before the players arrived.

    The civilians hovering around during such times perished.

    「Yes, indeed. But many are still interested in Holes. Among them, some claim they can hunt monsters independently. What do you think about that?」

    Han Kyungsu asked an oddly intriguing question.

    「Is the question about whether civilians can hunt monsters?」

    「Yes, do you see the possibility? We'd like to hear your view.」

    「Impossible.」

    It was a firm answer with no room for reconsideration.

    「You're so firm. Can you elaborate on why you think so?」

    「I find it rather ironic that I even have to explain this.」

    I started, trailing off as I motioned my hand to the side of the table.

    Too cumbersome to bend down, I flicked my fingers to summon the tumbler Park Hayoung had prepared, which flew into my hand.

    After gulping down the water inside it, I continued, pressing my thumb firmly onto the top of the tumbler.

    「When at Bronze rank, it was like this.」

    The pressure crushed the tumbler's mouth.

    Not stopping there, I grasped both ends of the tumbler with my index fingers and thumbs and pulled it apart in different directions.

    Tearing it apart like paper.

    「And at Silver rank it's like this.」

    I demonstrated further as the previously crushed mouth of the tumbler squeaked while ripping apart.

    Leaving it unfinished felt insufficient.

    「Reaching Gold rank allows this.」

    I declared, crumpling the tumbler into a sphere with my hands.

    The studio visible through the video fell silent for a moment.

    The unmistakable everyday item was used to demonstrate a nonsensical feat for a simple reason.

    'So anyone could try it once.'

    People would understand just how unrealistic what I showed was.

    'That would raise awareness.'

    After setting the ruined tumbler down on the table, I spoke up again.

    「Even players like this Die because of monsters.」

    「....」

    「Out of 7, 2 perished, 79 out of 249, and 668 out of 2,173... Since the awakening of Bronze rank players and their first engagement through Promotion Tests, the mortality rate has approached 30%.」

    My figure on screen shrugged.

    「Even in Silver, Gold, and Platinum ranks, deaths occur persistently. Expecting civilians to survive is absurdist.」

    「....」

    「Of course, with the help of firearms, you might eliminate a few small monsters... but the moment you face an Evolved Species, you're lunch. That's why I said it's impossible.」

    Instead of 'die', I chose 'be consumed'.

    I emphasized that in front of a monster, humans were mere meat slabs.

    Perhaps acknowledging the threat, Han Kyungsu swallowed hard.

    I took the chance to continue.

    「I heard that the association conveyed response guidelines on Holes to governments worldwide. The rest hinges on government capacities. I believe they should quickly educate citizens, be it through civil defense drills or new curriculums incorporating these guidelines.」

    「However, some argue the association exaggerates threats and coerces governments. They claim it's a struggle for dominance between the great powers of the world. What are your thoughts on this, Mr. Hyunwoo?」

    「Are you referring to my personal opinion?」

    「Yes, that's right.」

    「Hmm... I feel it's unnecessary to exert extra effort to persuade if we are already stating facts, yet they remain unconvinced.」

    「Does that mean not interfering with those who reject or resist the association's directives?」

    「It slightly differs, but similar in desired outcomes. Amidst my busy life, I'm not a philanthropical enough person to assert that I should take care of people eager to die.」

    The confrontational statement flustered Han Kyungsu.

    The pre-prepared script merely outlined the types of questions and response order, without detailing what I would say exactly.

    Consequently, not only was Han Kyungsu taken aback, but the producers and other production staff seemed bewildered as well.

    Since it was live, editing was impossible. Han Kyungsu tried to smooth over the situation with words.

    「Haha, Mr. Hyunwoo seems to take this matter more seriously than expected. Everyone should sense the urge for caution from Mr. Hyunwoo and...," he attempted」

    「I deeply appreciate the civilians lingering around Holes.」

    I refused to cooperate with his earnest effort.

    「」.... Excuse me?」

    「The victims leaving at Hole fronts provide objective statistical data. It serves as proof of how foolish those who claim the association's warnings are exaggerated truly are.」

    「Oh....」

    「When empty-headed people collectively drag each other down, should I be the one to stop them?」

    Their disappearance would allow those who think properly to repel the invasion more effectively.

    「I think it's better to address the problem early and organize neatly, rather than having those folks trip us up at crucial moments later on.」

    The shocking statement left Han Kyungsu speechless again.

    Naturally, I had no intention of siding with that silence.
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    「I can see that my words surprised you. Unfortunately, I am neither a Hero nor a savior as society might claim. I am just an individual doing my best for extremely selfish and personal reasons.」

    I took full advantage of the silence I had created.

    「So, I am grateful when those who hinder my purpose take each other out.」

    「W-what purpose might that be...?」

    Announcer Han Kyungsoo stammered as he asked.

    Throughout this interview, my answer to that question had remained the same, both past and present.

    「I must protect this land where my family and my people live from those damned monster bastards.」

    「Oh...」

    「I have no intention or willingness to risk danger or waste energy to save obstacles that do not help my purpose.」

    「........」

    「When the Hole burst open in Gangnam last time, I realized the necessity for that quite clearly.」

    On one side, people ran tirelessly day and night to save lives.

    On the other, they lingered around, pointing fingers and prying into how many died and how they died.

    Because of such people, I couldn't fully concentrate on the battle, which was a small thing in comparison.

    A player even died while conducting civilian rescue activities.

    I emphasized this point candidly.

    「In the past, players were perceived as an unfamiliar threat, so we needed to be cautious.」

    But now, with accumulated player achievements and increased communication through the internet, perceptions have changed.

    Especially with the Hero image being cast, positive public opinion has gradually solidified.

    「When the tide comes in, you should paddle.」

    It's time to clear and restrict things that hinder players' actions instead of blindly holding back.

    People who died prying around the Hole became very good justification and groundwork for this change.

    I continued speaking without hesitation.

    「Additionally, I will do whatever it takes to achieve my end, regardless of the means and methods.」

    「The end... does that mean, perhaps threatening someone... no, I'm not suspecting you, um, Hyunwoo, I'm just representing a question...」

    「Did I speak too aggressively? Don't worry, it doesn't mean I'll go around killing just anyone. If I did, the association would hunt me down.」

    Being a player, directly harming civilians was impossible for me.

    「However, civilian rescue is only a recommendation, not an obligation. That is why I meant I have no intention to save those who cause accidents at the risk of my own life.」

    Thus, I continued explaining that there was no need to be more frightened than necessary.

    「And... what did you say before? Was it a question about how I plan to do my best?」

    「Yes, that's correct.」

    By then, I had taken complete control of the interview.

    「First, we must be more flexible in responding to the increased frequency of Hole occurrences.」

    If my predictions were correct, soon enough, the association would not be able to handle all the Holes with its manpower alone.

    Having delved into Biharin's history, I could roughly estimate the flow of changes that would occur on Earth.

    「What exactly are you planning to do in response?」

    Calmed down by now, announcer Han Kyungsoo asked calmly.

    I suddenly felt a bit guilty for having troubled him multiple times with my aggressive remarks.

    I gave the news team a scoop.

    「I'm going to form a guild.」

    The primary reason for appearing on today's news was precisely that.

    To convey the fact that I was establishing a force, promptly and clearly.

    「Text interviews and articles leave room for manipulation accusations, and there's much room for rebuttal.」

    But live interviews where I showed my face eliminated such possibilities.

    This information was known only to a few directly involved in establishing the guild.

    Until just a moment ago, news of it had not spread anywhere else.

    「Are you saying you'll establish a guild, Hyunwoo?」

    「Yes, the paperwork is already completed. Soon, I plan to officially announce recruiting guild members.」

    Unlike a clan that was limited to certain regions, a guild's activity scope wasn't restricted.

    It meant branches could be established worldwide.

    Consequently, there were no limits to the number of members.

    It was a system allowing a global player community to move freely within minimal boundaries set by the association, responding to monsters.

    「This is news players would find noteworthy. Is there any condition or criteria for selecting guild members?」

    「Of course. Even among players, there are those not worth mingling with.」

    「Hahaha... So, precisely what criteria will you use to select guild members?」

    「It essentially involves having a high degree of understanding of mana and demonstrating potential for growth. I'm filtering out the incompetent and those unwilling to make an effort.」

    "Does that mean you are focusing on talent?"

    「Unless their mana manipulation skills are merely bought from the store, I don't intend to dismiss anything in terms of talent. I plan to assign experienced trainers who can cultivate and support those willing to put in effort.」

    「Does this mean players with general mana, not attribute mana, will have a chance to challenge it?」

    「You're quite knowledgeable about players. Most don't pay attention to the distinction of mana.」

    「Hahaha, knowing you were coming, Hyunwoo, I did my homework.」

    「Well then, to answer your question, yes. There'll be no special treatment based on the type of mana possessed. My guild's establishment aims to synergize and promptly respond to Holes within a unified system, not to create the ultimate elite powerhouse.」

    「Oh, then, the purpose you mentioned earlier...?」

    Realizing something, Han Kyungsoo trailed off, and I nodded.

    「Yes, the guild was created to gather those who share my goal. If people who wish to protect our land, where our families live, come together, we can protect the place where our families live.」

    「...... Hmm. Pardon me. Despite my age, my heart felt heavy for a moment. Suddenly, the thought that we're under attack by unknown life forms terrifies me...」

    「What does age matter in the face of fear? The desire to live is likely the same for everyone.」

    At that moment, the faces of certain people flashed through my mind, making my chest feel tight.

    Thankfully, in the gap left when I fell silent, announcer Han Kyungsoo was speaking cautiously.

    「Personally, I'm worried that many seem to regard the recent dangerous events as games or entertainment. My daughter is quite interested in players too and sometimes mentions wanting to awaken. Upon seeing the reality, those standing in a very perilous place... the casualty figures mentioned earlier by you, Hyunwoo, might not be forgotten.」

    「Well, I understand. It seems spectacular from the outside.」

    I casually tapped the steel sphere placed on the table, which was initially a tumbler.

    Han Kyungsoo, staring at the sphere, asked in a slightly deeper voice.

    「Excuse me if this seems off-topic... but can we win?」

    Speaking about an uncertain future, my voice was unwavering.

    「Absolutely.」

    Despite not knowing the future, I assured him with more certainty than anyone else in the world.

    「We will, at all costs.」

    Because I planned to make it happen, no matter what.

    「I'm not talking about discrimination, but I believe the distinction of roles is necessary. Earth is currently in a state of war, and it's the players' task to fight it.」

    「........」

    「I hope citizens adhere to evacuation and reporting procedures to prevent unnecessary loss of life. And if you see a player running away from a monster, criticize them, and support the player who willingly faces the monster. I believe that is enough.」

    「... Yes, I understand. Safety comes before curiosity, and life before interest. We will always bear this in mind. And we take this opportunity to thank all players working in dangerous places for our safety.」

    「Thank you.」

    「Before we conclude the interview, may I ask one last question?」

    「Go ahead.」

    「Speaking about forming a guild, have you decided on a guild name?」

    I replied with a slightly bitter smile to the final question.

    「Palao.」

    「Ah.」

    「The name of the guild I'm creating is Palao.」

    「Palao, I see. Thank you very much for taking the time, Hyunwoo. This was NBC 9 News, Han Kyungsoo.」

    「Thank you.」

    The video ended there.

    I set aside my smartphone, displaying the replay icon, and closed my eyes.

    'Palao.'

    She used me before I even knew she existed.

    The image of her crying, begging for her life, made a deep and intense anger bubble inside me, just as when I thought of the Damned System.

    'But I can't deny that because of that damned thing, I gained the power to continue the war.'

    So, I decided to carry on her name in this way.

    Perhaps this was enough praise and return for giving me the opportunity to save billions.

    'Now, I must gather the players who were initially part of the Order of Palao.'

    I suspected a good number would gather again.

    This was a unique cooperation among players solely belonging to the Order of Palao, which no other order could achieve.

    'I had preemptively squashed the factions out of politics.'

    As a result, the players belonging to the Order of Palao never engaged in power disputes by dividing their forces.

    They were few in number to begin with, and thanks to the exclusive quests designated for them, they gained many spoils.

    Hence, a trend developed to avoid stressful power struggles and instead satiate everyone.

    'Mainly, they hunted in party units, and when needed, joined with friendly parties.'

    There were hardly any troubles with others.

    Even if a dispute arose, others actively intervened to mediate.

    With no separate groups or factions, congregating under a single name wasn't difficult.

    'As the purpose promoted through that name wasn't my personal gain, it would be even easier.'

    Thus, a good number was anticipated to join the guild.

    'Although the final outcome remains to be seen, the first step was taken well.'

    Most of the original Palao affiliates were Platinum rank. All of different nationalities, no less.

    When they gather once more under the name of Palao, a global force that no one can ignore would be established.

    Those who first formed that force in Bihar would shine more brilliantly on Earth.

    "Was this the future you wanted?"

    I asked, recalling Palao's face, with whom I could no longer converse.

    But soon, I shook my head to drive that irritating face out of my mind.

    'She's already gone, what's the point of remembering her?'

    Recalling and mulling over it was a waste of time.

    Palao wouldn't be able to answer my questions anyway.

    'Let's just focus on the task at hand.'

    After shaking off my lingering thoughts, I turned my attention back to my smartphone screen.

    I aimed to check out viewer comments about today's broadcast.
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    - Thanks for dying, hahaha! That guts to blatantly say such things.

    - With the school days' episodes and all, he really seems like a remarkable guy.

    - Honestly, I'm getting curious about his MBTI. Judging by his speech, he seems pretty T and J.

    - Why did the tumbler become a ball......?

    - From today, put announcers in the extreme occupation category. Am I the only one who feels sorry seeing them shiver in front of K? ㅠㅠㅠ

    - Cheering you on. Thank you always. Go, K! Go, players!

    - K: My personal goal is saving Earth. Damn, that's cool. Even I, a guy, find it impressive.

    - Damn, strong ENTP vibes...!

    - K, you look handsome!

    - Attention seekers are really a problem everywhere. They ignore behavioral guidelines, act on their own, and get themselves killed. Then their families criticize the hardworking police or players.

    - I live in Daegu, and here too, there are families protesting over such deaths. It's so noisy that it's difficult to concentrate on work.

    - I totally agree. Attention seekers are a real issue.

    - Stay strong, K! We're supporting you!

    - About a week ago, while working, I ran like mad when I received a safety disaster text about a Hole opening near my home. Thankfully, the players arrived on time, preventing any monsters from coming out. Thanks to them, my family is safe. Thank you for your hard work.

    - Wow, rolling up the sleeves was brilliant. Look at those veins and muscles on his arm.

    - Why doesn't my tumbler get crushed! I want to become a player too ㅠㅠ

    - In the end, it's just saying you don't want to save ordinary people. Stingy. If you have power, you should know to share it. Don't you know Noblesse Oblige?

    - Here comes another idiot ranting.

    - Would you risk yourself doing something you were told not to, just because of some idiot causing trouble? What about players who Die while rescuing civilians?

    - Blabbering about Noblesse Oblige. Such self-comfort with begging behavior.

    - I hope those broadcasting Holes live get eaten. If they just died, players wouldn't have to go through the unnecessary trouble of saving them.

    - K sounds a bit sinister. Is he planning to only save people who listen to him?

    - Gosh, is K really creating a guild? Are you not planning to list it? I'll prepare my bullets!

    - Aren't you hiring for administrative positions? I'm ready to switch jobs.

    - Working with players sounds pretty cool.

    Reactions appeared to be polarizing yet,

    'Still, there are three times more comments criticizing those who recklessly charge into danger.'

    Shaping public opinion this way, the societal atmosphere would naturally flow in that direction.

    It was a natural reaction to want to feel morally superior compared to others.

    'This should be enough.'

    Everything could be regularly checked through the promotion team of the guild currently being formed.

    After checking the videos and comments with my own eyes, I was about to return the smartphone to Park Hayoung.

    Bang!

    A quite loud noise was heard. It was a delivery motorcycle sliding on the alley next to the café while trying to avoid a car.

    I glanced at the accident scene briefly, then looked back at Park Hayoung.

    She was completely frozen, not even breathing.

    'As expected, it wasn't a mistake.'

    It seemed like a PTSD from a specific incident was being relived.

    I reached out to grab Park Hayoung's face, making her look directly at me.

    'Why did she get better back then?'

    Noticing something strange, I monitored carefully, and it helped me remember accurately.

    "Hey, Park Hayoung. Snap out of it."

    Just as I remembered, her stiff body loosened up as soon as I spoke.

    Following my memories, Park Hayoung regained her composure after I spoke a few more words.

    "I, I'm okay now."

    "Don't be stubborn and consider attending a counseling session, okay?"

    I had brought her out to discuss this very matter.

    So when the opportunity arose, I opted to speak directly without beating around the bush.

    "I know a psychiatrist professor who used to be close to Uncle Jonghun. I had consultations for quite a while right after my parents passed away, and it was a good fit for me. Want the contact?"

    "Um... I'm fine, I'm already receiving counseling actually."

    "Really? Good. Is there anything else you need?"

    "Hmm...... Could you maybe record your voice telling me to snap out of it?"

    "Voice?"

    Upon asking why that would be necessary, I realized that the memory of me saving her was intensely imprinted.

    It wasn't difficult, so I repeatedly said phrases urging her to regain consciousness and created a recording for her.

    After returning the smartphone, I promptly got up from my seat.

    Having concluded my business with Park Hayoung, it was time to head back.

    "Are you leaving?"

    "I should. We've finished our business."

    "You're always so straightforward, aren't you?"

    "I told you. People don't change easily."

    Advising her to attend her counseling sessions, I warmly pressed down on Park Hayoung's head before heading home.

    I quietly gazed at the empty sky, where nothing was visible.

    'It's quiet.'

    Since returning to Earth, the Damned System hadn't shown itself.

    It was probably grappling with Gilenios at the first gate.

    As much as I wanted to go to Biharin immediately.

    'Not yet.'

    I needed to drag things out a bit longer.

    'Only then can I reveal their true face to the world.'

    Until then, Gilenios had to hold out against the system.

    As someone who even declared he'd kiss my feet to survive.

    'And an apostle of Karlos too.'

    As long as he could use his authority, I could leave the power struggle with the system to Gilenios for now.

    'If you truly wish to survive, endure it.'

    Throwing words that would never reach Gilenios beyond the dimension, I rummaged through my interdimensional pouch.

    Eventually, I pulled out a small piece of paper from the pouch.

    「Gate Relocation Voucher」

    The words written on it seemed to glimmer for some reason.

    * * *

    Eight days had passed. Only eight days since the outsiders' gates disappeared.

    "There! Pitch the tent properly!"

    "We're distributing blankets!"

    "Move over to this side, everyone!"

    "Hold your children's hands so you don't get separated!"

    Within that time, Bihar changed extraordinarily fast.

    The scene unfolding before Rashar's eyes was part of that change.

    The crowd densely packed outside the fortress walls was so vast that it couldn't be comprehended at a glance.

    There must be tens of thousands at least.

    Refugees and the Order's army who had abandoned Villea Fortress for Habon were among them.

    Rashar considered the inevitable outcome of these transformations cast upon her view.

    'Is it ruin...'

    It wasn't an absurdly vague assumption.

    Once the outsiders vanishing, the legions of foes reappeared as if biding their time.

    An impending army, another legion manifested, advancing like clockwork towards the Order's strongholds without the outsiders.

    The Order's might alone couldn't hold against them.

    Especially in the midle and northern frontlines, which had sustained significant damage in prior battles.

    Particularly, the northern region, having sacrificed more than half their forces to slay a corps commander.

    There, they repeated the deeds of the past nobles of the Kingdom of Kairoth.

    Most of the Order's high command had fled through portals, stirring unrest among many troops who deserted, escaping by land.

    The situation was no different for the priests of Temoria, who upheld the Wall of Patience.

    Nearly 30% of them, frightened, abandoned their posts, causing the barrier, which kept watch over the frontline, to collapse.

    Despite apostles of Temoria hastily heading to various frontline fortresses to establish new barriers.

    These barriers merely protected the forts they guarded, unlike the previous widespread barrier covering three regions.

    Yet, it was action taken to prevent the appearance of Messeos within the castle interior.

    Their choice proved right. Between the strongholds, messeos had begun forming once more.

    Already, close to four Messeos had appeared near Habon, protected by Greg.

    Though destroyed as they appeared, there might still be undiscovered ones lurking.

    Soon, beasts mutated under the messeo's influence might congregate, forming monsters in one spot.

    "Whew."

    Rashar exhaled a long, suffocating sigh, yet nothing changed.

    Even in the central and southern regions, those who flirted with radicals or those hypocritical even to the faithful pompously fled through portals to Gemal.

    Perhaps due to their history of sinister deeds?

    When Rashar heard the news, she wasn't as surprised as she thought she'd be.

    'The real shock was the lengths they went after their escape.'

    Stationed with Yuria in Gemal, uneasy about K's words before leaving.

    Because of this, she saw the hundreds of knights launching an assault on Palao's main headquarters in full armor.

    In the nick of time, moving the personnel to Habon Temple, the portal lost power.

    Presumably, the ones who attacked the Palao headquarters destroyed the portal's key crystal.

    It was said that even the temples of Karlos and Temoria faced assaults.

    During which, Jose Molfrian, the Assembly Chairman and the highest high priest of the Order of Temoria, was killed.

    A power struggle erupted within Finelpenia between moderates and radicals, resulting in a massacre.

    Ultimately, the radicals, aided by borrowing private armies from nobles, slaughtered the moderates, taking control of the headquarters.

    'K anticipated all of this.'

    Even Rashar, who had spent her life alongside them, hadn't expected this extreme.

    And K, who had only spent a couple of years on this land, foresaw their malevolent choices.

    Was that why he thought there was no longer a need to help?

    Perhaps he even found associating with them repulsive.

    Even after his departure, the vivid memories of their time together kept surfacing.

    "Rashar!"

    But she couldn't remain lost in her thoughts forever.

    'No more reminiscing.'

    As the saying goes, he was someone who had already left.

    No reason to cling to the past and neglect the present.

    Responding to one calling her name, Rashar turned around.

    "Priest Jordan, what's the matter?"

    "I need to discuss issues about supplies. We're running dangerously low on military rations."

    "Ah..."

    "We've sent messages to temples and castles stationed at the rear, but it might be tough to receive supplies anytime soon. Even if we did, the amount wouldn't be substantial."

    With the current dire situation alone unbearable, yet another issue arises.

    "With barriers down, significant bastions risk becoming isolated with time. They'd have to reserve provisions accordingly."

    A valid prediction. Messeo was already appearing along travel routes between strongholds.

    As all portals were destroyed, inter-stronghold exchange would soon become near impossible.

    That wasn't the only issue.

    "The enemies possess the ability to travel utilizing messeo."

    Just as the Order's forces previously moved teleportationally through portals.

    They, too, held the capability for massive movement beyond magic's limits.

    "How long can we hold at Habon? Is it possible to hold at all? Shouldn't we retreat to Chedaltman at once?"

    Facing reality, Rashar's golden eyes momentarily darkened, reflecting hopelessness.

    "Truly......"

    All that remains is ruin.

    She had expected to endure for several more months.

    Contrary to Rashar's thoughts, the end draws much closer.

    As she watched its silent encroachment, pessimistic ideas continued to crop up.

    'Perhaps, the worst could befall us, with monsters surging from within the castle.'

    Currently, Temoria's apostles numbered eight, practically only seven, as Hayley was imprisoned.

    In castles without apostles, Temoria's priests, receiving blessings, had to reestablish barriers.

    'Where on earth would the materials be procured for offerings?'

    With the frontline crumbled, nobles from Atar would not extend their aid to such distant castles.

    'They'd likely rebuild walls only within the scope of navigable supply routes.'

    These people, unhesitatingly abandoning distant fortresses to save themselves.

    'The exodus of Temoria's priests was perhaps......'

    Did they set prior inducements for priests?
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    Once doubt took root, it swiftly grew, nourished by past memories and an underlying sense of incongruity.

    Even if it was unexpected and abrupt, the collapse of the defense line had been puzzling.

    "If indeed some of the priests of Temoria were persuaded to abandon the front lines..."

    As soon as the speculative thought aligned perfectly with reality, a chilling sensation ran through her body.

    "So, it seems we might have to reduce the rations provided to the refugees for the time being..."

    The comment from Jordan brought Rashar back to reality as she rubbed her face in frustration.

    The endless stream of challenges was dragging her down to a deep abyss, with no reprieve in sight, whispering that she might not escape this quagmire.

    Overwhelmed by the feeling, Rashar took a hurried breath and said, "Let's head to the ration distribution center."

    She planned to gather her thoughts on the way there and decide on how to adjust the rations.

    However, an unexpected Scenario awaited me during the process.

    "Oh, thank you. Thank you."

    "Priest, apostle, thank you so much."

    As they neared the distribution center, a group of people suddenly began to express their gratitude toward them.

    It wasn't just them. Practically everyone passing by knelt without hesitation, tears streaming, speaking of their gratitude toward us.

    "Thanks to Lord Palao, my children no longer suffer from hunger."

    "I am truly grateful. I don't know how I will repay this kindness..."

    "From now on, I will listen to Lord Palao and follow her will. Sob..."

    Curious and puzzled by the situation, she noticed the bundles in the hands of the refugees.

    Both Jordan and Rashar hardened their expressions simultaneously upon realizing what was happening.

    "Someone is distributing military rations without authorization."

    Exchanging glances, they rushed forward.

    As they passed by, each refugee we encountered offered their thanks, but before long, the temporary ration distribution center appeared in their sights.

    Rashar stopped abruptly in her tracks, not even reaching her destination.

    It was a scene she had never imagined.

    "What on earth..."

    Behind the distribution center were sixteen or so carts lined up in rows.

    "Hey! Move more quickly!"

    Amidst this, a man was shouting irritably at the knights carrying the goods.

    "Vellego Protoram?"

    He looked leaner compared to the past but not unrecognizably so.

    What on earth was he doing here?

    Unlike Rashar, frozen in place with her thoughts and body halted simultaneously, Jordan quickly moved toward Vellego.

    "What on earth is going on here?"

    He dove straight into the matter, forgoing even a polite greeting. What was he doing here, and what were these supplies?

    Vellego's face twisted angrily at the question that encapsulated both queries.

    "Why are you asking me that?"

    He clutched the scarf around his neck tightly and snapped nervously.

    "I just prepared what I was told to!"

    His harsh response alone indicated that Vellego wasn't involved willingly.

    Finally, gathering herself, Rashar approached again.

    The distance between me and Vellego was only a few meters.

    "Preparation? Who exactly instructed you to prepare this?"

    In the brief moments it took to cross that distance, Jordan continued to interrogate Vellego up close.

    Rashar was soon startled by a familiar name without even preparing herself mentally for its mention.

    "Who else would it be! It's that outsider K!"

    She froze again in place, though this time Rashar quickly gathered herself and moved forward.

    To be precise, it would be more accurate to say she wasn't in her right mind due to the shock, yet Rashar ran toward Vellego.

    "Again!"

    She urgently asked, gripping Vellego's shoulders firmly.

    "Say it again! Whose orders were you acting on?!"

    "Ugh...ugh...!"

    Of course, as he was being relentlessly shaken back and forth with his shoulders gripped firmly by Rashar, vellego couldn't possibly answer properly.

    The conversation resumed only after Jordan managed to restrain her with all his strength.

    Staggering as if dizzy, vellego glanced sharply at both of them.

    "None of these idiots have a clue about what's going on, what's wrong with this damn order?"

    And then he grumbled openly as if begging us to listen.

    "The knights too, you..."

    Thankfully, vellego began to share what he knew without dragging it out.

    "I don't know why you're asking me, but it's true, K ordered it. To stockpile food supplies for a significant number of people in each castle."

    The instruction was to provide those supplies in Palao's name when the time came.

    Bound by these orders under the condition of parole, with binding shackles in place, he couldn't defy them.

    Despite the disparity in the scale of the preparation from what he initially thought.

    It required spending the family's cash reserves like water, and many times he had to pound his chest in worry.

    When it came down to selling even the recently returned mansion, he couldn't help but weep bitterly.

    'Even so, the shackles didn't break.'

    In the end, by K's direction, vellego had no choice but to stockpile enough supplies to sustain hundreds of thousands for days.

    Long-stored grain, easy-to-preserve jerky, and compact dried fruits among others.

    Ensuring the market prices didn't skyrocket was another meticulous task.

    It wouldn't have been possible without the persistent observer and verifier from time to time, an outsider named Persona, under K's instructions.

    "If only that guy hadn't been around, I could have smuggled away some assets...!"

    No more tears came as he faced his own empty pockets in this condition.

    Naturally, Jordan had no interest whatsoever in the personal circumstances of Vellego.

    Thus, he quickly followed up to gather the needed information immediately.

    "Delivery of supplies for a substantial number of people - exactly how much is that?"

    Accompanied by an intense gaze, suggesting he would hand over Vellego's shoulders to Rashar again if he didn't answer immediately.

    Vellego, feeling pressed, fumbled through his pocket.

    "Ah, well... It's stored significantly in Habon, the northern Viceta Fortress, and in the central Loborre along with three other fortresses and the closest rearguard bases."

    Just in case, a secret underground shelter near Viceta had been stocked with provisions, including medical supplies.

    To shelter civilians if nobles abandoned them again, as had happened in the past.

    "And also..."

    Vellego pulled out a slightly thick envelope from his pocket.

    With seasoned administrative handling instincts, Jordan sniffed out that the envelope contained documents related to this case.

    With-nimble hands, he snatched the envelope, tore it open at the speed of light, and rapidly scanned the contents.

    After verifying the information recorded in writing, he exhaled a deep breath, and inaudibly murmured.

    "Thank you, K."

    Jordan only dwelled in that sentiment for that brief moment.

    Afterward, he dashed toward the carts loaded with supplies.

    "Sir Alio! Sir Alio!"

    Tasked with organizing the supplies brought by Vellego and also reinforcing guards to prevent refugees from raiding them, he quickly sought out his next duties.

    On the other hand, Rashar remained for a while at the spot, clenching her fists tightly.

    She found it hard to believe this situation.

    'The legion is approaching, and the order's troops have already retreated from various front lines.'

    The painstakingly pushed front line had not only reverted but also held the risk of being pushed further.

    Having started to abandon fortresses and evacuate, food shortages were an unavoidable problem.

    Furthermore, the emergence of messeo between fortresses isolated the fortresses located in different regions.

    As time had passed, the food problem was likely to grow, potentially causing great famine.

    Faced with the end times, she had imagined and assumed even such a worst-case Scenario.

    And yet, one of those worst-case outcomes had suddenly become better.

    All thanks to K who commanded the preparation of a considerable amount of relief food for a significant number of people.

    What did this situation signify?

    'Even though they left.'

    Despite having anticipated everything, the outsiders had still left.

    But why had he prepared food through Vellego?

    'Could it be, is it...'

    Could it be mere sympathy? A repentance for abandoning us so coldly? Or perhaps...

    'No, no.'

    Rashar shouldn't let hope linger.

    She knew that they couldn't escape this land.

    So don't expect anything.

    Hoping that the departed would return, just holding on until then, was foolish.

    With what determination she had accepted ruin and death, Rashar vowed not to repeat such foolishness by counting on hope again.

    Repeatedly steeling myself with such pledges--

    - Just in case, don't stay in Gemal.

    - An earnest request rather than a farewell...

    It became unavoidable; she lowered her head deeply to hide what seemed to be tears.

    * * *

    'Persistent.'

    The divinity of Karlos felt from beyond the gate was still intact.

    No matter if he was an apostle, there had to be a limit to the power a human could wield.

    Yet, Gilenios was stalwart.

    'The fact that they're holding on so tenaciously indicates they intended to use this place.'

    The Hole was excluded from their options.

    Created by abnormal space-time distortion, it couldn't be traversed by ordinary beings within causality.

    At best, monsters already beyond causality or players under the protection of the system could use it.

    Of course, the system had no intent of protecting the Biharin, thus they would never use the Hole.

    As a result, the only choice left for the Biharin was this gate.

    Hyunwoo, having met Gilenios only a few times, must have spoken with him before the third trial.

    'Knowing the possibility, he wouldn't give up easily.'

    Persistent determination was one of Hyunwoo's formidable weapons.

    As long as there's a possibility, Hyunwoo will find a way and push forward to achieve it.

    Therefore, closing this gate was imperative to prevent any actions.

    The intense resistance from the other side hindered any progress.

    'I can't close the gate after letting Angramoti onto Earth.'

    Its power of erosion transformed various life forms into monsters.

    The lower the innate mana, the easier it would succumb, making ordinary humans virtually defenseless.

    'If it crosses over, earth would become a living hell.'

    Thus, the system needed to expel Angramoti before shutting the gate.

    Afterward, the system would contain the Hole near the front line myself, leaving only the others to the players.

    This way, the odds of players encountering the Biharin would diminish drastically.

    With time, Hyunwoo would have no choice but to accept their demise.

    'If he can't bring himself to decide, I'll have to do it for him.'

    A future where the Biharin survive and live on Earth is more harmful than beneficial.

    Among them, there might be those who'd readily sell out Earth for personal gain.

    Allowing the Biharin to survive would risk them inadvertently bringing over such elements—they'd be blended into the group.

    The risk was unacceptable.

    'In time, he'll understand that this was the best choice.'

    Hyunwoo, a rational being capable of logical reasoning, probably already knew.

    But for now, swayed by human emotions, he couldn't fully reconcile with that fact.

    Therefore, to spare Hyunwoo, closing this tiresome gate promptly was necessary.

    Overcoming the dispersed focus caused by creating games and blocking various Holes, the system had taken a few days to gather strength.

    Fully resolved to expel the one intruding in the continuum, intending to settle the weary struggle for good, it gathered its divinity in full.

    At that moment, from behind, it felt a divinity exactly like its, no, unmistakably its own.

    Damn System

    TL's Corner:

    Hyunwoon's making a move.

  
    Chapter 295

    Chapter 295. Rogue (1)

    With a bewildered mind, it turned around to see space ripping apart.

    Just like when it created an entrance connected to a gate.

    The system thought it might have seen it wrong, but unfortunately, it wasn't a mistake.

    It was indeed an entrance connected to a gate.

    'Why is that here?'

    Even before the system could fully question it, an item it created with its own authority came to mind.

    「Gate Relocation Voucher」

    It was an item created when it decided to manage all entrances separately, considering the circumstances of players living in various places.

    Since having an entrance fixed in a specific location was quite inconvenient.

    Of course, it never intended to allow everyone to remove and install entrances at will.

    It was a kind of privilege made for those with truly outstanding achievements.

    And the achievements determined by the system could be expressed clearly in numerical terms.

    Reputation 1 million.

    Not an easy feat to achieve within the structure of the game.

    But at this moment, there was precisely one person who had achieved that difficult condition.

    The moment it realized that, a familiar figure appeared from the newly connected entrance.

    A multitude of gate entrances then sprung up in succession.

    At the same time, the person who first passed through the entrance into the gate, his dark brown eyes began to turn golden in an instant.

    In response, a strong surge of divinity and sparks.

    Sensing it, the Damned System quickly moved, feeling the approaching presence.

    「No way!」

    To block the causality trying to exclude Hyunwoo, who was using divinity beyond his limits.

    * * *

    The first time I used the Gate Relocation Voucher was when the VIP shop opened.

    Upon using the voucher, I could personally install a small door leading to the gate.

    This was a discovery I made when I used the item for experimental purposes.

    Back then, I prepared several vouchers, thinking, 'Just in case.'

    It was my method of risk management through a kind of distributed investment.

    I was aware of the first gate where Angramoti was involved.

    And it was when I was enjoying the double achievement effect from my first entry privilege to the VIP shop.

    'Even after buying the Guardian Sapling and the Divine Sapling of the Hermit Village, I had substantial achievements left.'

    I considered that the Gate Relocation Voucher might become a breakthrough someday.

    While heading for the third trial, I realized that my contingency plan was indeed necessary.

    'Although I was surprised and angry at the conduct of Gilenios and Palao, I didn't show exactly.'

    Having completed all preparations, I held Kerak's spear in hand and reflected for a moment.

    'Perhaps this is why Palao chose me.'

    Because I was someone who prepared for contingencies and made choices accordingly.

    Every choice I made aligned with Palao's intentions.

    Perhaps that's why I was chosen.

    'So what if it is.'

    Since it was a rather unimportant thought now, I quickly dismissed it.

    Then, after typing a message on my smartphone, I used the voucher without hesitation.

    'It works, after all.'

    Maybe because the existing gate disappeared, it immediately connected to another gate.

    Without delay, I passed through the entrance and went inside.

    As the system recognized me, frozen, I felt several presences following me.

    The directors, who received the voucher through Lily, connected the gates.

    Before they could enter inside, I unleashed an abundant amount of divinity.

    Under normal circumstances, it was an enormous amount that I should never have used.

    The system was the first to react.

    「No!」

    The urgency of the system's presence flying toward me was as intense as the speech that directly struck my mind.

    It was the Damned System's struggle to block the causality trying to exclude me, who used power beyond my rights.

    'Just as expected.'

    The system's choice didn't deviate from my expectations.

    Responding to the system's urgency, I unleashed even more divinity to create a Lightning Spear.

    I aimed with a thrusting posture toward the deep, black passage that was undefinable to the naked eye before me.

    'I can't see it.'

    But I felt it. The extraordinary Angramoti, who had been stuck in the gate for years!

    The moment I twisted my waist, the system succeeded in inserting itself between me and causality.

    Simultaneously, I threw the Lightning Spear imbued with divinity toward the extraordinary presence detectable ahead.

    My waist, abdomen, shoulders, arms, and even the thighs pushing off the ground beneath me.

    Every part of my body moved solely for the spear throw.

    The javelin-throwing stance, which was taught by Shamel once, remained perfect even now, after time had passed.

    As the spear left my hand, the Damned System disappeared along with the causality.

    'Got it.'

    I managed to momentarily separate the system from this matter.

    'Moving to the next step.'

    As a start, Angramoti, who had been stuck in the gate, unable to move, was hit directly by the Lightning Spear.

    "-----!"

    A horrifying howl echoed, just like when I struck Cackle Line once.

    "Whew!"

    "Aaah!"

    "Ugh, this, this is......!"

    While I was throwing the spear, the directors who had entered the gate through the entrance grabbed their ears and collapsed.

    Their eardrums were ruptured, just as mine had been in the past.

    But there was no time to check on them.

    From the opposite side, the presence that had been holding the creature in place began to move.

    'One more shot.'

    Now that there's no Damned System, I should use only as much divinity as I can handle.

    As I pushed Angramoti with another spear throw, Gilenios started pulling in the opposite direction.

    The system and Gilenios always moved in different directions to thwart each other.

    But Gilenios and I moved in the same direction under a common purpose.

    This difference was enough to pull out the massive Angramoti hit by the great collision of divinity.

    At that precise moment, the eerily sharp screech returned as Karlos' authority was felt.

    Afterward, I felt the massive presence of Angramoti disappear.

    There was no reason to delay any longer, so I quickly moved towards the gate.

    As I advanced, an invisible force blocked my path.

    The moment I intended to push it away, it disappeared.

    Instinctively, I knew that this force was the last means of controlling passage.

    Hence, I eliminated all forces filling up the problematic gate.

    Merely willing it seemed enough, as everything executed just by wishing for it.

    As a result, white began spreading from my feet upwards.

    Before long, everything visible around me turned from black to white.

    'I guess this means the transit function is reactivated.'

    According to Gilenios, while I couldn't create new functions, accessing existing functions crafted by the Damned System seemed successful.

    I was also a being with a certain status.

    Thanks to this, I now knew how to allow others to use the gate-connected entrance.

    I completely removed all restrictions on using the remaining gate entrances behind me.

    Thereafter, upon fully crossing the gate, what awaited me was...

    "I, damn, man! I, *gasp*, fuck, thought you betrayed me......!"

    Lying on the white floor pale as death, sweating anxiously, was Gilenios.

    His state appeared quite pitiable.

    However, I looked at him with a cold face and spoke.

    "Gemal, headquarter of the Palao temple."

    Gilenios, who was about to retort with a grimace, flinched.

    He had indeed promised with his own mouth.

    That if I saved him or provided a way to live, he'd lick my boots.

    It wasn't a literal promise to behave in such a degrading manner.

    It meant he would obey even if such a humiliating act was demanded.

    Hence, before the avenue of survival offered this time, he'd have to keep his word.

    Staring at me, Gilenios gulped dryly before painfully reaching out to grab my leg.

    He squeezed into a dimensional rift.

    It didn't take seconds to reach the destination through the gravityless rift.

    "Whew!"

    That one transfer seemed truly taxing on Gilenios to his limits.

    I casually dropped a potion in front of him.

    It implied that he should drink and recover while I handle matters.

    As he fumbled to grasp the bottle, it seemed the intention was sufficiently conveyed.

    Leaving Gilenios behind, I proceeded forward.

    The path to the headquarters of the Order of Palao, which I had treaded multiple times, now felt strangely unfamiliar.

    Nothing familiar existed among the people passing by, the lights illuminating the dark, or the warm air to fend off the cold.

    Rather, it was filled with what I didn't know.

    'Those are cuts, those are traces of armor, and not just the corridor and pillars being damaged, but even all the decorations are gone.'

    The scene was reminiscent of a violent intruder wreaking havoc and looting valuables.

    'At least there aren't any bloodstains, that's a relief.'

    Even the corpses, which suited such a location, weren't present.

    Thankfully, it seemed the order members evacuated on time.

    I hoped it was thanks to my advice, perhaps, because I was selfish.

    Wanting this advice to earn forgiveness for the unilateral neglect up till now.

    'Well, that's possible only if everything ends according to my plan though.'

    Strolling the cold corridor while suppressing a sigh, I soon reached the destination.

    The first sight was Palao's statue that once guarded this place.

    Originally positioned deep inside this shrine, clasping hands in prayer, the statue lay broken on the ground.

    The impact of the destruction was significant enough, as its head rolled to the entrance.

    I kicked the headless statue piece aside.

    Impatiently removing bothersome obstacles.

    With a cracking sound, the statue's head piece detached abruptly from the main body and shattered once more.

    Instead of staring at it, I stepped into the shrine.

    Eventually, I stopped at a spot where the Order's homepage orb once floated.

    Of course, it was now gone.

    Looking down at where the orb once was, I searched my pocket.

    What I retrieved was the Karlos Authority Voucher I received after completing Scenario 2, scene 2's main act.

    'The divinity on the roulette was clearly Karlos' back then.'

    It means Karlos intervened just to hand this over.

    'I cannot understand it at all,'

    The more I thought, the more absurd it seemed.

    With a frown, I tore the voucher, and a gloomy smoke hovered around me.

    Among the misfortunes I deemed terrible, those most potent felt here.

    'That should be it......'

    Seizing the black smoke, the debris on the ground started floating midair.

    These fragments soon converged to form a shape.

    'Homepage orb.'

    Although cracked everywhere and broken on one side compared to what I knew in the past.

    Upon touching it, several system windows appeared.

    I went through them one by one, reactivating the homepage.

    Among the restored functions, even the artificially severed access of players was included.

    As evidence, the Order's homepage icon recreated itself attached to the game interface occupying one side of my view.

    In a hurry, I pressed it.

    'Restoring it perfectly wasn't possible, huh.'

    Did it lack divinity to recover all the existing data?

    The majority of posts were garbled beyond readable.

    But that didn't matter.

    'What I seek are the functions, not the data.'

    Confirming the partial return of the homepage functions, I tested by posting a message.

    The result was successful.

    「Title: Function Test(13)-Author: K

    Content: The network has been restored. Players, please check if you can leave comments and create posts without issue.」

    - Jenny: It functions properly.

    - Pirana: Same for me.

    - Nadia: It works perfectly on this side too.

    In quick succession, Palao-affiliated players awaiting in Bihar for the fortnight without a gate began to comment rapidly, marking the success of that post.
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    Before the gate was closed.

    Under Lily's command, the operation to move the messeo via various subspace magic tools took precedence.

    Most of the moved messeo were 1 or 2 stars, and they were usually hidden in forests far from the camp or castle.

    And before the gate was closed, the elite players, who received instructions from the Association regarding evacuation, entered Biharin through the said messeo.

    A single team consisted of six players affiliated with the six orders, excluding the Karlos Order.

    They observed and lay in hiding in the area for over two weeks.

    'With the gate disappearing, the emblem vanished as well, so it must have been easier than expected.'

    Initially, it was settled to only observe the scale of the army's movement from afar.

    Thanks to the emblem's disappearance, they all penetrated deep into the castles and cities, conducting a more detailed surveillance until today.

    While glancing at the rapidly scrolling comments, I sensed a presence behind me and spoke toward it.

    "How should I break the pact between the gods? Should I go to Karlos's temple?"

    "I can guide you there..."

    "Then let's move immediately."

    With a potion consumed to recover physical strength, Gilenios, now looking human as opposed to a while ago, placed his hand on me.

    Passing through that suffocating sensation wedged between gaps, I arrived at a place painted entirely in white.

    It seemed like the place where I met the Damned System or awaited a trial.

    Whichever it resembled, it wasn't pleasant.

    Without bothering to hide my emotions, I grimaced and looked around.

    There was no need to search, as it was visible with a slight turn of my head.

    Golden and white chains.

    And the enormous object entangled in those chains.

    '... Divinity.'

    It was writhing without a clear form, as the different divinities entwined together.

    This must be the weird object that constantly occupied my thoughts—the infamous 'contract.'

    Yet, my gaze did not fall upon the long-sought contract but rather beside it.

    It was evidently a person-shaped entity.

    Yet, its appearance couldn't be discerned.

    Dark hair or white hair. Tall or short.

    I struggled to focus but could discern nothing.

    Only the golden eyes I faced were clear.

    An enormous presence that seemed like it could engulf me at any moment.

    That presence brimmed with a familiar divinity.

    "Karlos......"

    Last time, it was Palao and now Karlos himself made an appearance.

    Under that persistent golden gaze, I could not move a single finger.

    My body froze at the peculiar sensation as if it was prying into my thoughts.

    "What brings you here so unexpectedly?"

    Fortunately, it seemed Gilenios still maintained his composure, unlike me.

    At his words, Karlos's relentless gaze shifted away.

    "Phew."

    Only then did I realize I had been holding my breath. As I exhaled hurriedly, Karlos, who briefly looked at Gilenios, spoke.

    「Since things went as desired, I thought you'd be delighted, but that's not the case.」

    "The new master is quite demanding."

    「Really? That's strange since he resembles Palao you used to like.」

    "Huh? How could this guy... No, how does this even resemble?"

    「The way he desperately clings to the finite is quite similar.」

    If I was to consider the context, it seemed sarcastic, yet it didn't feel unpleasant.

    While my forehead wrinkled deeper, Karlos gestured and spoke.

    「Come this way.」

    At that instant, my legs moved on their own.

    Not through my will, but as if naturally complying with his words just spoken.

    As soon as I acknowledged the involuntary action, alarms rang in my head.

    Instinctively taking a step back, Karlos spoke again.

    「I haven't come here to harm you, so there's no need to struggle. You wouldn't know how to resist something you haven't experienced.」

    Given the nuance of his speech, it seemed I wasn't the only one experiencing this.

    But should I consider that a relief?

    It meant this guy could seize control of my body whenever he pleased!

    This never happened when conversing with the Damned System.

    'What's different between Karlos and the System?'

    Barely forming the thought, the answer returned.

    「The origin of your world hasn't manifested itself directly, has it? It merely observes from above.」

    The implication was clear.

    'Karlos can read my thoughts.'

    With instinctive disgust, I retreated once more. There was no special effect, though.

    「Don't consider it disgraceful. It's a natural occurrence, so just accept it.」

    Accept that my thoughts were being laid bare? How could I just let it go?

    I scowled and glared at Karlos.

    「You're delaying.」

    He seemed not to care how I viewed him, gesturing once more.

    My body floated, moving towards Karlos.

    Naturally, I wanted to resist.

    "It doesn't matter; if that guy puts his mind to it, you can't dodge it. Just resolve it promptly..."

    With Gilenios's external advice, I changed my mind.

    With my displeasure openly displayed, I faced Karlos.

    Karlos seemed still uninterested in my expressions, coolly stating his piece.

    「This is what you hoped for.」

    A massive collection of power covered with white and golden chains.

    Presumably the contract made between the gods.

    「I cannot break it. I promised Palao.」

    I couldn't help but laugh silently at Karlos's words.

    'Indeed, a superficial promise.'

    Granting Palao's authority to me was, in the end, to have me break this contract, wasn't it?

    'Does it matter just as long as it doesn't break it themselves?'

    Though unable to break it directly, aiding in its destruction was permissible; could that even be called a promise?

    It was hard for me to comprehend such thought processes.

    Of course, whether I understood Karlos's actions or not wouldn't change much.

    'If I'm to break it anyway, what does it matter who helps and how?'

    I wasn't willing to waste energy trying to understand a god's chaotic state of mind.

    Thus, I reached out. Right past the chains, almost as thick as my thigh, to the power ceaselessly writhing.

    "Ugh！"

    Various voices and records abruptly flowed in.

    An unpleasant sensation as if those were being stuffed into my head.

    Much like when the magic bought from the shop scrambled through and settled in my mind.

    From the end of that nasty sensation came understanding devoid of effort.

    'Just hope and it happens.'

    I seemed to be treated as Palao's successor or deputy involved in this contract.

    As long as you pass the trial and become the successor, dealing with the contract seemed to resolve naturally.

    'If I had known it was this easy, I would've just informed them......'

    Fearing failure, I explained nothing to the Biharin side.

    By assuming the worst-case Scenario regularly, I unintentionally chose the harder path.

    It was frustrating, but nothing could be done about past events.

    Suppressing a wry smile, I casually glanced aside.

    Due to a new post popping up on the open message board I'd left on since revamping the website function.

    「Title: Explanation Needed, K - Author: Jordan Lodiel」

    As if unable to wait any longer, an explanation was requested by Jordan.

    Leaving a comment, I said to Gilenios.

    "When I break it, move beside Rashar Bennett."

    "Huh? How will I know where that is?"

    "...... Chedaltman."

    "Huh."

    "Does it need to be more specific?"

    "That detail should suffice then......"

    Awkwardly using formal language, he darted his eyes around, seemingly gauging my mood.

    Simultaneously, an intense gaze seemed to bore into my cheek—there was no need to check who it belonged to.

    Initially, I intended to ignore it and focus on my task ahead.

    It wasn't as if there was any personal business or that it was a presence I welcomed.

    Karlos, who persistently watched me, did not seem to have such intentions.

    「Indeed, it's similar.」

    It wasn't surprising that he'd suddenly blurt out what he wished to say.

    「Was this the reason it had to be you.......」

    I suddenly tensed, my shoulders twitching, as a faint smile seemed to lace his words.

    Unconsciously, I looked up to ascertain Karlos.

    Yet, his face remained impassive still.

    Frowning reflexively at the brow, Karlos relayed his intent through that usual flat tone.

    「Don't try to understand; I've never wished for you to comprehend.」

    I had already abandoned trying to understand, even before being pointed out.

    「Yet, you often exhibit displeasure each time I steer; your mind finds my choices disagreeable.」

    With no rebuttal available, his deduction wasn't wrong.

    The unveiling of my internal musings was unwarranted, especially without uttering a single word.

    「I cannot grasp why you beings are irked by such matters either, so let it pass as is.」

    I fought against endings, entrenched in my mortality.

    In contrast, Karlos, infinite, struggled to usher an end.

    Mutual comprehension was lacking between us.

    Yet, one couldn't deny an uncanny similarity despite the absence of understanding.

    Stewing inside my mind over that incongruous conclusion, I stared quietly at Karlos.

    Silently asking through an inferred question about whether he had more to say, Karlos slowly extended his hand.

    I tilted my head away, seemingly to evade the hand approaching my head.

    Karlos, however, uttered just one word.

    「Be still.」

    That alone halted my movement.

    'Damn it.'

    Affirmation of my inferior stature, incapable of opposing that being, was irksome.

    Scowling even further, I glared at Karlos.

    Indifferent to my resistance, he rested a hand on my head and murmured.

    「Now, struggle with all your might.」

    Just as I was about to jab into what he was doing, not even scratching someone's back—

    A notification message promptly refreshed; Karlos vanished without a trace.

    What on earth was he planning now?

    Immediately, I activated the second Inheritance Candidate Trait.

    「?」

    Barely a question mark marked the explanation entry.

    Unhesitatingly, I shut off the status window upon seeing the solitary punctuation mark.

    Time was too precious to waste brooding or fury over an unsolvable puzzle.

    No longer needing to wait, I shattered the contract at once.

    No momentous ceremony or particular effect accompanied the act.

    The chains dissipated, releasing the compressed divinity in all directions.

    That was it. For the preponderance that the contract conjured—from awareness to the present—it certainly felt anticlimactic.

    * * *

    Northeast from Habon Fortress, the closest rear base was Chetaldman.

    Late last night, refugees flooded into this place, densely filling outside the castle.

    Having deemed it doubtful to repel Kulgul's legion autonomously, everyone deserted Habon Fortress and evacuated to Chetaldman.

    The sheer number of people didn't even allow space to wedge a foot amongst themselves outside the castle.

    Should the crowd spread too thinly, burdens on Temoria's apostle would rise.

    Thus, most people sat tightly together with strangers they'd never met.

    Perhaps because of this, many noticed the sudden changes.

    "The Order of Palao people seem a bit restless."

    "Even the holy knights suddenly look grave."

    "Hope nothing's happened?"

    Changes began with the knights belonging to the Order of Palao.

    Patrolling to prevent crimes under substantial stress, knights wandered among refugees.

    Suddenly, they halted on their spots, soon gathering to exchange words with severe expressions.
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    "Sir Alio, what is, what is happening right now?"

    "Why has the homepage icon suddenly reappeared?"

    "What on earth is going on...?"

    "Why is K posting when all the outsiders have returned to their world?"

    "Is he posting from his world then?"

    The sudden appearance of the Order's homepage icon had caught everyone off guard.

    To make it even more bewildering, new posts had appeared through it, and comments were being made by outsiders.

    Although it was happening right before their eyes, nobody had a clear understanding of what was going on.

    Even Rashar, who had stepped outside with knights for patrol, was no exception.

    She remained frozen in place with a bewildered expression.

    Meanwhile, time passed, and among those who witnessed the same thing, there was one person who took meaningful action.

    「Title: K, an explanation is required.

    - Author: Jordan Rodiel」

    It was Jordan, who was heading to the Chedaltman temple to discuss the situation.

    Soon after, a number appeared next to the post's title.

    It meant a comment had been added.

    And after that comment, K posted yet another new message.

    Following that, a series of posts began to flood in.

    「Title: Requesting cooperation for evacuation - Author: K」

    「Title: Habon Evacuation Status (Closed) - Author: Nadia」

    「Title: Callum Evacuation Status (Closed) - Author: Fruit Basket」

    「Title: Loborre Evacuation Status (Ongoing) - Author: Eclair」

    「Title: Chedaltman Evacuation Status (Ongoing) - Author: Jean」

    「Title: Molbam Evacuation Status (Planned) - Author: Shark King」

    ...

    It was reminiscent of the time when the outsiders roamed this land.

    Rashar observed the scene with trembling eyes.

    Then, after a considerable amount of time, she cautiously gathered the courage to click on the post Jordan had uploaded.

    The comments, which had increased to two, were simple.

    - K: I've posted the exact details, so please check. Also, may I ask a question? Where is Rashar Bennet? Habon? Chedaltman?

    - Jordan Rodiel: The southern front has currently retreated to Chedaltman, and Miss Rashar is there with us.

    Right after Rashar finished reading the content, the scene before her eyes suddenly went dark.

    A black armor abruptly appeared in front of her.

    As she hesitated and stepped back, she saw a familiar face.

    Gazing at his golden-colored eyes, Rashar murmured unconsciously.

    "....... K."

    Her voice was shaky and strained as if forced from her throat, to the extent that she was surprised at how terrible it sounded.

    While Rashar remained rooted for various reasons, Gilenios, standing behind K, casually spoke up.

    "What should I do now..."

    K fixed his gaze on Rashar and fired his retort.

    "If you ever phrase your speech like that again, I'll make sure you can't speak at all. No use getting any formal respect from someone like you. Just like always."

    "Heh, then refusing wouldn't be right. So? What should I do?"

    "Your authority, can you move anywhere without restriction? Even to places you've never visited?"

    "No, I can only go to places where I've identified a gap. It's a bit of a maze inside."

    "Then go ahead first."

    "What?"

    "Don't make me repeat myself. Immediately go to our world and identify that gap. Make sure I can go wherever and whenever I want."

    Gilenios swallowed dryly, a strange pleasure flashed across his face as he asked again.

    "I can cross over?"

    "I've taken care of it."

    "Then I must do as told. Of course. Moving here and there is my specialty, after all. Just leave it to me!"

    After that, Gilenios vanished. As if cut cleanly from the scene.

    Rashar trembled and cautiously retreated a few more steps as a reflex.

    Momentarily, a small wrinkle appeared between K's brows.

    He opened his mouth as if wanting to say something.

    But in the end, he clicked his tongue instead of speaking.

    'Again...'

    He swallowed it down without saying anything.

    Rashar clenched her teeth and glared at K.

    But K was looking elsewhere.

    Following his gaze upward, Rashar's face turned pale.

    A massive presence was approaching.

    Rashar had already experienced something similar to this.

    On a day long ago, when summoned by the Order of Palao to the headquarters' temple.

    She had faced that enormous presence before Palao, who chose her as an apostle.

    'How is this possible?'

    This wasn't even a temple, so why could she sense the presence of a god?

    "That's annoyingly fast. Someone might think they've already caught me."

    At that time, K muttered in an irritated tone and readjusted his spear.

    "How do they even know I'm here? Stalker bastard..."

    An ominous golden spark erupted from beneath K's feet as he gritted his teeth.

    * * *

    Right after moving to Chedaltman with Gilenios, Agnotia was the first to appear.

    Perhaps intending to hide her betrayal for now, the unsettling black power was not present at all.

    Instead, the divinity within it was felt.

    In that moment, to some extent, I understood the desperation that drove it to amass divinity.

    'I need it too...'

    Although Palao's divinity is presently within my grasp, it will quickly deplete once additional selections commence.

    I've brazenly declared to the Damned System my intent to gather divinity, so I must persistently collect divinity until this war concludes.

    With the Inheritance Candidate trait, capturing that being would allow me to seize its divinity and status like a complete set, but...

    'A legion commander can't possibly be on the same level as a god.'

    It still seemed like a reckless endeavor.

    Until I'm able to confront beings of extraordinary power alone, avoiding direct confrontations with the gods is the better course.

    With a sense of regret, I involuntarily clicked my tongue.

    Meanwhile, Agnotia closed in significantly.

    Since it was a god coming for me, even I felt the tension mounting.

    'Breaking the contract means the additional clause was nullified from my perspective too.'

    That clause preventing Biharin gods from harming the player.

    While Palao's divine relic, once given by Gretman, still hung around my neck...

    'Agnotia wouldn't keep that promise.'

    It was hell-bent on collecting divinity.

    There was even an attempt to consume me before.

    It seemed unlikely that it would honor any pact made among the 7 Great Gods.

    'Better to move now.'

    Expecting any rationality from this half-crazed being was plainly a mistake.

    By lingering among the refugees, there was a risk that a single attack could cause innumerable casualties.

    It's best to block any chance of such a tragedy from occurring in the first place.

    I lightly pushed off the ground.

    Step by step.

    As I ascended into the air with red mana glowing beneath me, Agnotia eventually arrived just within reach.

    At that moment, a fierce presence was sensed. It was trying to grasp me.

    The movement was blatant, as if there were no longer any inhibitions.

    'I made the right call to move.'

    If I had remained among the refugees, that simple gesture could have swept dozens away.

    I flowed like water, turning my body while stepping on mana.

    While the divinity was invisible, avoiding the sense of both divinity and presence was not easy.

    Once, twice, and then countless times. Agnotia persistently chased me.

    While evading a being without visible form, I pondered over the current situation.

    Even though the contract with the Damned System was nullified, something felt amiss.

    'It shouldn't belong in the material world...'

    In the laws of causality, beings with a status as massive as the gods do not exist.

    In other words, it would be unreasonable to assume they belong to the material world where causality, the rules, apply.

    You could say they were thrown out of the world as compensation for their stature.

    As a result, significant restrictions exist when they try to intervene in the material world where causality applies.

    They have to pay a substantial price, more than what we who were originally inside must expend.

    The fact that Biharin's gods have apostles is also due to this influence.

    So why is this one moving so vigorously right now?

    'Could a being mad on divinity act so recklessly?'

    I am carrying substantial divinity, so maybe it's taking its chances?

    Perhaps it thinks that by consuming me, any immediate losses will be offset by recovery.

    While I mulled over the uneasy feeling, a new presence was detected.

    'Damn it.'

    It was Temoria. Noticing its presence, I saw it quickly closing in before abruptly halting.

    What wind drives a being that usually just casts a glance and departs, to now linger and watch?

    Is that thing also planning to exploit the dissolution of the contract between dimensions to target my divinity?

    'If so, that's troubling.'

    Regardless of any handicap, it is still a god.

    Could I evade if both came at me simultaneously?

    'Barely managing to dodge is my limit even now.'

    If Temoria intervenes, it becomes a tough situation.

    While clicking my tongue mentally, I closely observed Temoria's presence.

    Seemingly in response, before long, Temoria began to move again.

    "Huh?"

    But not toward me, rather, it targeted Agnotia, who was aiming for me.

    As the two enormous beings collided, the resulting impact caused both sky and earth to ripple like waves.

    "Aaaaargh!"

    "Uaaaaah!"

    The abrupt situation also impacted those who densely filled the surroundings of Chedaltman Fortress.

    The refugees screamed in panic.

    Collapsing under shock or clutching their heads in agony was minor.

    The fortress walls shook, and as if they were mere toys, one side crumbled.

    "Damn...!"

    The refugees, packed tightly against the exterior wall, were about to be crushed.

    From inside the fortress, blue mana quickly rushed out to support the collapsing walls.

    Meanwhile, nearby holy knights evacuated the refugees.

    Shortly after, as the debris slowly touched down, Gretman appeared.

    He stared intently at me, hanging in the air, and moved his lips.

    - This isn't the time to be distracted.

    Before I could finish reading his lips, I turned my head.

    I sensed the sinister intent aiming for me.

    Compared to the divinity I had sensed from Agnotia before, this was swift and secretive.

    It wasn't pure divinity, but that unsettling black power, corrupted divinity.

    No time to evade. I raised my spear and unleashed divinity.

    "Ugh...!"

    Bang, bang, bang!

    With each collision of my spear against Agnotia's power, golden lightning burst outward.

    Agnotia cleverly evaded my spear's path and succeeded in finally grasping me.

    It felt as though I was trapped inside a giant, house-sized hand.

    Having finally achieved its goal, deep and intense ecstasy radiated from Agnotia.

    Though, regrettably, I had no intention of being taken so easily.

    Right after unleashing divinity, I implemented a lightning storm that I hadn't had the chance to utilize until now.

    'A magic that innumerably slashes around the caster with blades of lightning.'

    Like Flame Strike or Lightning Prison, it's an area-targeted magic that covers a wide range.

    'Requires too much mana for perfect implementation.'

    The necessary materials were all stored in the mana accumulation tool.

    Even so, it was a cumbersome and challenging magic, not easily managed alone.

    However, its power was undeniably substantial.

    Among electric-type magics, it was almost singularly focused on piercing rather than burning.

    With divinity mixed in, it didn't take long to shred Agnotia's presence, which had grasped me.

    Ssshh, ssh.

    Just as I broke free from Agnotia's grasp, Temoria's divinity began to quake.

    「You vile traitor!」

    As it happened with my conversation with Karlos, Temoria's voice was heard.

    It finally realized Agnotia's betrayal, it seems.

    No matter the reason, with Temoria's intervention, escaping from Agnotia became much more manageable.

    Right after wriggling free, an eerie chill ran down my entire body.
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    Another immense presence briefly overshadowed the area.

    Thankfully, that presence was fleeting.

    The being took Temoria and Agnotia, who were amidst a fierce struggle, and left the scene in an instant.

    I still managed to recognize the owner of that newly appeared presence.

    "Senoa..."

    I sighed, roughly pushing back my hair.

    'I can't fathom what those gods are thinking.'

    There was no way to understand what transpired among them.

    This ambiguous situation, with nothing certain, was something I had grown accustomed to ever since I set foot in Bihar.

    Even though I was used to it, it didn't mean I could easily brush it off.

    With my expression hardened, I gazed intently at the sky.

    'Still, it's fortunate that Agnotia's betrayal was exposed.'

    After Temoria witnessed Agnotia using dark power, there would be no denying it.

    Thinking about Agnotia being publicly executed by the other gods brought me a sense of relief.

    Yet, there was some regret as well.

    'If only I could have eliminated that bitch myself.'

    If I had, both the status she built and the divinity she accumulated would have been mine.

    I consoled my regret as I headed towards the ground.

    Once I landed, the first to catch my eyes was Rashar with a complex expression, followed by the disconcerted Greg Tembon.

    'They must have come out sensing the presence.'

    Due to the earlier shock, the refugees around were now creating chaos trying to get into the fortress.

    Thanks to this, the area we were in was deserted.

    As I momentarily watched the refugees clinging to the fortress walls and gates, I addressed the two apostles who looked visibly confused.

    "In case you're unaware, Biharin is already collapsing. Trying to endure here by repeatedly retreating will only lead to disappearing along with this dimension. So..."

    But before I could finish, the system returned.

    Sensing its presence, I poured out divinity without a second thought.

    Golden sparks shot high into the sky.

    Fortunately, by controlling the direction of the force, there were no injuries or casualties.

    Once again, the system chose to protect rather than abandon me.

    After the system and causality faded, I continued the words I couldn't finish before.

    "So if you wish to live, even just a little, you should move."

    Impatient for a response, Greg moved first.

    He quickly turned his body and dashed towards the fortress wall.

    Rashar, who had been staring at me, soon left as well.

    Finally, I let out a sigh of relief, rubbing the goosebumps on my nape.

    A moment ago, causality had almost reached right in front of me.

    Realizing anew that I was risking my life with this endeavor, a hollow laugh escaped my lips.

    It was truly a foolish and dangerous act, but knowing it was the most effective, I deliberately chose this method.

    'The system can't afford to abandon me.'

    Having invested time to nurture a piece for this war, it was a bad moment to discard me.

    'It's too risky to cultivate a new striker now.'

    Moreover, the method the system used to train players was horribly inefficient.

    To defeat a monster with 100 units of mana, a player had to possess several times more mana.

    It was a loss that had to be endured to overcome the innate limits of the species.

    From an efficiency standpoint, it was much better for Palao to use the status and divinity than for me to inherit and use them.

    'In such a situation, there's no god who would willingly strip themselves to create a new inheritor.'

    Knowing this too well, I caused such a blatant disturbance.

    To end this clash, the system would have to declare defeat or surrender.

    'I just need to kick up a fuss a few more times, and it seems like it'll back down.'

    While I could make emotional and impulsive decisions, the system weighed more on rational judgment.

    If I persistently insisted, the system would realize that backing down would minimize its losses.

    Eventually, it would have no choice but to relent to my stubbornness.

    'Otherwise, I'll keep throwing divinity into the air.'

    Under normal circumstances, I would never engage in such inefficiency.

    'When it comes to beating the system, what wouldn't I do?'

    The outcome of this mental fight between the system and me was already decided.

    The question was when the system would back down.

    I muttered while staring at the empty sky.

    "Stop being stubborn and give up."

    Just then, a post appeared on the Order's homepage.

    「Title: To All Priests and Holy Knights - Author: Yuria Vermot

    Content: As the first follower of Palao, I command. Cooperate with the outsiders stationed at each fortress to evacuate the devotees.」

    The Order of Palao decided to cooperate.

    'Since it's out, the only thing left is to move.'

    The posts, carrying the names of each stronghold, would serve as perfect communication channels between the players infiltrating the regions and the Order officials.

    I clicked on the post regarding Chedaltman Fortress to confirm.

    Thankfully, the work was already underway, led by Jordan.

    - Jang: The temporary gate entrance has been set up in the Chedaltman Fortress square.

    - Jordan Rodiel: I'll send knights to control the evacuation procession.

    Holy knights were assigned to monitor the refugees from flocking and to begin evacuating those nearest to the gate.

    Of course, even before the Biharin crossed, some of those from Earth had already made their way over.

    - Maximilian: Temple surrounded. Should I really just cut down those who come through?

    This was to deter the radical factions of the Order, which still maintained intact portal features.

    'The Order of Palao's homepage was destroyed, not erased.'

    Focusing on evacuation, the system hadn't retrieved anything.

    This meant leaving behind many things infused with divinity in Bihari.

    Those with analytical minds would have caught onto that.

    Thus, I anticipated that the radicals would quickly move to seize the headquarters.

    My prediction was not off the mark.

    They went a step beyond my expectation, destroying portions that allowed portals and online communication within other Orders.

    'According to reports from players who infiltrated Gemal, the homepages of four Orders were destroyed.'

    Palao, Karlos, Finelpenia, and Senoa.

    Among them, except for Senoa, the other three Orders had their portions destroyed by other Orders.

    'In Senoa's case, one of the high priests destroyed the homepage portion before committing suicide.'

    It seemed like a measure to prevent useful features from falling into the hands of the radicals.

    Consequently, only three portals were functioning properly.

    'Even the moderates appear to hardly use the community since it can be accessed by anyone.'

    It's possible to engage in private discussions by utilizing the Private Comment feature.

    The headquarters dictate portal installation and closure, so all portals on the frontlines were unusable.

    'Still, you never know.'

    If, perchance, talk about the evacuation leaks, those who monopolize the portal function might cross over to confirm things.

    Allowing them to surreptitiously join this evacuation effort was unacceptable.

    I had clearly delineated what to bring and what to leave behind.

    And I had no intention of changing that delineation.

    'I'd rather abandon the evacuation altogether than bring those bastards along.'

    With cold eyes, I briefly glared in the direction of the temple before closing the post about Chedaltman Fortress and checking one from Habon Fortress.

    - Im Namkyu: Entered Earth with the fairies and Rice Cake.

    Im Namkyu, who had been living with the fairies even before the gate was closed, had left a comment.

    'I didn't expect him to be associated with Palao.'

    He had failed the entrance exam multiple times, living without an affiliation, and finally joined when I infused divinity to increase Order of Palao's selection.

    Though his Talent wasn't exceptionally great, his perseverance was truly commendable.

    That's why I entrusted him with the evacuation of the fairies, who had no choice but to wait.

    'Things are indeed proceeding well.'

    From the three front-line strongholds and even the troops and commanders in the fortresses behind them, they had begun their evacuation.

    They all had witnessed and heard what transpired after the outsiders left.

    They were ignored every time they sought help from the radical faction and the royals and nobles in Gemal.

    Because of this, they realized that staying here would only result in serving as cannon fodder for those occupying Gemal.

    'Therefore, I will only take along those abandoned on the outskirts.'

    The more dangerous the frontlines become, the more those I had to leave behind would flock to the safest place, Gemal.

    I would leave all of those who had gathered there and depart Bihar.

    I couldn't completely exclude the potential harm to innocents in this process.

    'I have to endure it.'

    That was my envisioned limit.

    I indeed wanted to save as many Biharin as possible.

    'But that doesn't mean I wish for Earth to be endangered.'

    Those nauseating hypocrites coiled within Gemal, even if saved, would sell out Earth when given the chance.

    They might engage in power struggles or conspire with Earth's politicians to bring about an even bigger issue.

    There's no shortage of potential for them to side with the traitors, even to the point of overflowing.

    'I cannot take those foul ones along.'

    This was the biggest reason why I conducted the evacuation operation in secrecy from the Biharin and why I hadn't rushed to rescue them after the gates closed.

    I waited for the division among the Biharin, specifically the Order affiliates and the elite.

    Some might criticize me for weighing matters of life, but no matter the criticism, I had no intention of retracting this decision.

    'Ensuring that the people saved don't end up on a fast track to annihilation is my priority.'

    While emotions may be necessary to recognize a problem, making rational choices should take precedence in resolving it.

    Appealing to emotions by crying won't solve any problems.

    'So I have no regrets.'

    Just when I was reaffirming my decision and choice resolutely,

    「The Trait Capitalism becomes active.」

    「The system shifts to a supporting role. Supporting player Kang Hyunwoo.」

    「The Trait Capitalism has been renamed to Rogue.」

    Without sensing any presence, a new message appeared.

    The system had sent a signal of surrender before I wasted any more divinity.

    'It's faster than I thought.'

    Feeling a profound sense of relief, I stifled a sigh.

    The manner of surrender wasn't particularly to my liking, but there was no need to provoke the system with harsh words.

    I spoke as casually as possible.

    "Since you've made up your mind, leave the gates open for a while. There are still many people to evacuate, so don't even think about doing something foolish."

    The system's presence finally approached.

    It seemed to wait patiently from afar, fearing I might resort to wasting divinity and pulling more stunts for intimidation.

    Now that the threat had subsided, it came near.

    Though it had surrendered, the system apparently hadn't cooled off its anger.

    Boom. Boom.

    As evidence, the system stamped around me menacingly.

    Yet, it wasn't powerful enough to cause me any real harm.

    At most, it might bruise me a little—essentially venting frustration.

    It didn't seem to be satisfied merely with that, so it popped up a new message.

    「The Trait Rogue has been renamed to Damned Rogue.」

    "Please, enough. I have no intention of saving those garbage people along with the others. I'm cutting them off and taking..."

    「The Trait Damned Rogue has been renamed to Damned Roguish Rogue.」

    "You cheeky..."

    「The Trait Damned Roguish Rogue has been renamed to R. O. G. U. E.」

    "... I'll just stop talking."

    With a furrowed brow, I covered the message window with the Order's homepage.

    I didn't care what the Damned System called me. I had succeeded in bending its will and imposing my own, and for now, that was enough.
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    'I wasn't dreaming, was I...?'

    Lifting his head from his descent over the courtyard of the Chedaltman Castle, Ahel pinched his own cheek. The sharp sting spreading from his skin was unmistakable, a vivid reminder of reality.

    His cheek flushed red almost instantly from the intensity of the pinch, leaving no doubt it wasn't a mere dream. Still harboring a sliver of doubt, he slapped his cheek again with a sharp "smack".

    "Ahh..."

    Whether it was from the force of the slap or the resulting ringing in his head, Ahel winced.

    'This really isn't a dream,' he finally acknowledged, a sense of reality returning to him as he refocused on his surroundings.

    Outsiders, now stripped of their once-defining symbols, clamored alongside the holy knights from Palao and Temoria.

    They rallied the refugees, vanishing into the hole that appeared in the courtyard under their guidance. Although there were quite a few people in movement, there was a certain order despite the chaos.

    "No, why must I go in there!"

    Regrettably, not everyone adhered to the order. One person, trembling, suddenly stepped back and shouted in rebellion. His uncertainty about what lay beyond the hole had stopped him from advancing.

    "You're trying to kill us, aren't you?!" he accused.

    Whether it was fortunate or unfortunate, this disruption quickly became a fleeting incident. An outsider hastily subdued the one causing the commotion, knocking him unconscious and throwing him into the hole.

    'Well, that's efficient,' Ahel considered. Physical force was a powerful, perhaps the most efficient means of controlling a multitude by a small empowered group over the powerless majority.

    Detailed explanations and seeking consent from everyone was impractical, hence the use of forceful methods. With no understanding of Mana, resisting wasn't an option, so they had no choice but to obey.

    Though not a humanitarian approach, its efficacy was undeniable. Understanding the situation, Ahel slowly descended towards the courtyard using levitation magic. Seeing this, an outsider guarding the hole shouted up at him.

    "Hey, mage! Get down here, or we'll shoot you down!"

    Not seeking confrontation, Ahel decided to come down quietly. After touching the ground, a voice exclaimed.

    "Huh? That's the mage who used to be with K..."

    Recognizing an opportunity, Ahel nodded with enthusiasm.

    "Yes! I used to accompany Mr. K!"

    The outsider, previously threatening to shoot Ahel down, flinched upon hearing K's name. Fortunately finding a simple way through the situation, Ahel pointed towards the hole with a smile.

    "Mr. K said he was busy and told me to wait nearby."

    "But I haven't received any such communication..."

    "Uh, I can't post it because I'm not part of the Order... Is there anyone from Palao's affiliation here? Could you please confirm it through a comment? I can't distinguish anymore due to the lack of symbols."

    If they actually did this, things could get serious. If done wrong, K would rush over with a grim expression and scrutinize every inch of me, demanding what I was up to. Even knowing this, I deliberately mentioned K as an excuse for a simple reason.

    'It doesn't seem like he's the sort to take such actions lightly.'

    Judging by how he wavered the moment K's name was mentioned, he was quite sensitive to authority. He pondered over whether he might face repercussions if he went through the cumbersome verification process.

    "Don't cause any disruptions while you're here," the man finally instructed, opting for the easier path.

    Though not a correct decision, it worked in Ahel's favor, given if he had been conspiring with the enemies, the man would have allowed an enemy close to the retreat route. But Ahel wasn't about to critique what worked in his favor.

    "Don't worry! I'm a good mage who even wears restraints properly."

    Instead of causing disturbances, he stood back slightly from the hole with a pleasant expression. Then, like an idle person with no tasks left, he searched his surroundings for a long time until attention on him faded.

    Once it seemed nobody was watching him, Ahel began to intently observe the hole.

    'Just because things went smoothly doesn't mean there's room for relief,' he mused.

    No telling when he might be discarded again. Even if the area beyond the gate truly belonged to the Outsiders, there was no guarantee it wouldn't fall into ruin. When a chance arose, observing and researching this gate continuously was vital.

    Ahel had continued researching even before the previous gate disappeared. The countless failures he faced, aside from a few unexpected discoveries, encouraged tenacity.

    'It's surely better than doing absolutely nothing.'

    The longing for life can make many things possible. Ahel's accidental discoveries were one of those instances. Although he hadn't achieved dimensional travel magic, his findings on practical spatial magic were noteworthy.

    These tiny victories drove him to persist in his research.

    With a fervor befitting a mage, Ahel immersed himself in examining the hole. From a distance, it appeared as a simple open hole, but up close, it was the same form from every direction, akin to a perfect sphere.

    When a person entered from the front, no change in form was noted from behind.

    The appearance in itself wasn't the most crucial aspect. The functions of this sphere-like hole lay at the core of Ahel's curiosity. He speculated the process might involve swallowing and expelling within spatial compressions as seen in other movement magics.

    Intrigued by the possibilities, Ahel inserted his hand into the hole. Contrary to expectation, he felt no pull like in teleportation magics.

    'No pressure differences here?'

    Ahel then boldly stepped into the space beyond. His eyes were captured by an endless white expanse focused around a massive tunnel.

    'It's not compression; it's a whole new space,' he thought, astounded. By creating this minimal movement space that connected with the previous small hole, it echoed more like the mechanics of subspace magic than movement magic.

    Although he encountered some friction with the Outsiders coordinating the refugees, Ahel managed to squirm his way around using his recognition and progressively continued his research. The fact that the Order's communications couldn't be accessed from the white space greatly aided this.

    Never wasting time, Ahel, driven by his mage's focus, continued to observe the hole and the tunnel for hours after most refugees had already departed.

    "What are you doing?"

    A considerable amount of time had passed before Rashar, who roamed to check for any remaining individuals, arrived.

    "Ah," said Ahel, caught fiddling with the white tunnel wall, spinning around at the familiar voice. He met the eyes of Rashar, who stared fixedly with a hardened expression before she dragged him off with a firm grip.

    "Rashar?" he questioned amidst his surprise.

    "Priest Jordan, you should go ahead. I will follow shortly."

    "... Yes, understood," replied the priest who entered with the holy knights, leaving the area as Rashar continued to scrutinize Ahel fiercely.

    "I gave the order for mages to evacuate, didn't I?"

    "Yes, well, I heard it, so I got here...?"

    Though, of course, those mages had already evacuated while he lingered back to seize his chance.

    "Why didn't you evacuate and instead loiter around here?"

    As Ahel fidgeted with his eyes, darting away from her gaze, Rashar ground her teeth.

    "No funny business. Not even in your dreams."

    She looked inexplicably almost fearful, prompting Ahel to remain silent.

    "From now on, we will become guests and stand as strangers."

    Feeding millions of people without any means of subsistence wouldn't be easy. Nevertheless, the Outsiders returned to evacuate everyone. Likely, opinions in their world would split sharply.

    'This time, they prioritized rescue efforts near the front line.'

    An organization affiliated Outsider mentioned a plan to gradually rescue those further back in the fortresses over time. It meant that more refugees who couldn't sustain themselves would linger in the Outsiders' world.

    "Many won't find us likable. No disturbances or controversy. Understand?"

    Most Biharin were civilians who couldn't hope to fight monsters. Though the Outsiders brought combat power, the Biharin were primarily defenseless.

    'Why bother saying it so seriously that we'll live under their mercy?'

    Feigning understanding, Ahel nodded again.

    "Yeah, I know well."

    "Your understanding is never...!"

    "What? Is someone there? Isn't that the entrance to Chedaltman?"

    "It seems to be."

    Interjecting, outsiders arriving through the gate connected from the Kimol entrance noticed the two standing at the Chedaltman entrance.

    "Those over there! It's time to go now!"

    The instant Rashar continued berating Ahel, the Outsiders shouted at them to leave.

    "Got it!"

    Rashar responded urgently while forcefully dragging Ahel along. Resigned to being pulled, Ahel followed willingly, acknowledging that it might be time. Seeing no crowd filling the white space supported this.

    As Rashar led him through the white tunnel, Ahel just watched around without resistance. Suddenly, he shuddered, sensing a shadow approaching from behind, which even the normally hypersensitive Rashar didn't notice.

    Losing that sensitivity showed her complete emotional instability. Despite being aware, Ahel didn't alert Rashar about the shadow nearing.

    "Hold up," spoke a voice that marked its presence by gently grasping Rashar's arm.

    "Oh?" she said, startled. Golden eyes belonging to K glanced down. His gaze lingered on Ahel's wrist which Rashar had grasped and left him curious.

    'Hm...?'

    Realizing K was asserting his presence, Ahel carefully extricated his wrist as K's eyes softened slightly.

    'Oh, interesting?'

    Could there be room to negotiate with this disgustingly skilled expert who possesses such blessings? Just as this hopeful thought rose, K gently drew Rashar.

    "You're this way."

    "U-Uh..."

    "Ahel, follow along."

    "Yes."

    Feigning innocence, Ahel trailed behind K and Rashar. As they headed towards the designated hole, "You can't enter here!"

    "What are you doing?! Pull them out now!" was heard in chorus along with several flashes.

    "Damn," grumbled K quietly. The unexpected nature of the situation suggested it wasn't what he anticipated. Startled, Ahel observed quickly, noting how there was no mana sensing in the air.

    Yet before he could act, K turned back with his golden eyes, warning against any spontaneous spellcasting.

    In Ahel's stead, those who asserted themselves came forward.

    "Mr. K! Just one word about the rescue operation, please!"

    They were reporters who had crossed the restricted entry area as they pleased.

    Damned System
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    I was puzzled as to how civilians managed to reach the gate's entrance. However, the footage captured by cameras seized by the Player Association helped me grasp the overall situation.

    The video began with two groups having a confrontation. It was a confrontation between National Intelligence Service agents dispatched by the association for this evacuation operation and some unscrupulous members of the press, who were determined to scoop an exclusive story.

    One side attempted to approach the gate's entrance, while the other tried to block them, resulting in a standoff.

    Fortunately, players affiliated with the Korean branch were present on Earth, making civilian access control not seem too difficult. At least, that's what I thought until I saw footage of the gate entrance being filmed after the camera, which had briefly switched off, was turned back on.

    "Sigh."

    I wasn't sure which route they took, but some journalists had ventured past the restricted line and snuck inside. This happened precisely when the players were too preoccupied with leading hundreds of refugees.

    Luckily, they only recorded videos in hiding, meaning they hadn't directly interfered with the evacuation efforts.

    Yet, their actions weren't seen in a favorable light.

    Thanks to the journalists not crossing the final line, the evacuation proceeded smoothly. It was only afterward that the hiding journalists were discovered.

    "What are they doing here?!"

    The players, who had been unable to distinguish the journalists' mana mixed with the refugees', finally noticed the journalists. As they were about to chase after the journalists, more reporters descended rapidly from a mountain trail behind them.

    Most likely, it was a shortcut that hadn't been closed off yet. The original journalists probably also used that trail to get in.

    Agents, alerted by the commotion, rushed over, but it was too many people for them to handle, and voices started to rise.

    One journalist even shoved a player, worsening the situation.

    "How dare you, a player, lay a hand on a civilian?"

    "If I get hurt, your life is done for, understand?! You want me to have the association annihilate you?"

    "If you understand, get out of our way! We're here to report for the public's right to know!"

    The player who had been shoved tried hard to suppress his anger.

    'No matter where you go, there are always garbage people you shouldn't deal with.'

    Just watching the scene made the corners of my mouth curl in disgust.

    Thinking that those kinds of scum are protected safely because of the division between the areas for players and civilians made my blood pressure rise.

    At that moment, I saw Yang Hyewon on the outskirts of the video. She confirmed the commotion, whispered something to a player next to her, and then turned around. She headed toward the gate's entrance.

    However, before Yang Hyewon could enter, others came out from inside.

    Among them were Jordan and the holy knights from the Palibao Order and the Taimoria Order, who conducted the final search for stragglers at Chedaltman.

    Seeing the heavily armored individuals, the journalists began to stir.

    "They're coming out! They're out!"

    "Record it! This must be an exclusive!"

    It seemed that once they were discovered, they felt no need to restrain themselves. Boldly shouting and fussing was quite the spectacle.

    'They probably thought making profits by getting an exclusive, even after being discovered, was worth the risk.'

    Honestly, I wasn't curious about what they were thinking. What mattered to me was what happened afterward.

    Just after Jordan and his group, who had been told a few words by Yang Hyewon, moved away from the entrance, additional National Intelligence Service agents were deployed to arrest the journalists.

    And just before Yang Hyewon crossed the gate entrance, I, along with Rashar and Ahel, exited.

    It was like a marketplace, with those being arrested struggling, others still flashing cameras, and throwing questions amidst the chaos.

    "Click."

    Seeing such a scene immediately upon returning to Earth.

    I could finally understand Rashar's feelings about being intimidated whenever we dealt with extremists.

    It felt like showing a pile of untouched accumulated garbage because the house wasn't cleaned up.

    I pushed Rashar, who was disoriented by the flash photography, as we moved.

    Not far from the entrance was a temporary shelter.

    All refugees from Biharin were to receive identification verification there and be assigned to a refugee camp.

    They would receive basic education to become members of society there.

    After I started moving, Ahel looked back warily but eventually followed Rashar and me.

    A short while later, I was able to hand the two over to the association officials.

    "Seriously, they recorded everything."

    While the players, including Yang Hyewon, blocked the journalists, the footage captured me handing something to Rashar and whispering in her ear.

    It seemed like they made a strenuous effort to lift the camera up high and film.

    I clicked my tongue at the sight and handed the camera to the side.

    "No need for apologies."

    Yang Hyewon said as she received the camera.

    "It's fine. Let's not apologize for every little thing amongst those who know what's what about those scumbags."

    Of course, we should handle the aftermath properly.

    "Let's use what they've recorded to our advantage."

    "Does that mean..."

    "We need to show those who came here today just how much their lives have been twisted."

    We must show the consequences of ignoring recommendations from groups that replace the military in wartime situations.

    If we don't set the rules straight from the start, the issues will only expand further.

    'To propose a bill, I need the cooperation of lawmakers.'

    It seemed I'd have my hands full going forward.

    I sighed as I collected my personal belongings.

    "Well, I'll excuse myself for now."

    The task of securing the refugees' personal information and creating a database was already contracted to a private company.

    All processes related to that are under the association's jurisdiction.

    My role was merely to open doors and detach the system.

    I had nothing else to do here at this point.

    "You've worked hard. I'll be in touch soon."

    After exchanging simple greetings, Yang Hyewon and I parted ways cleanly.

    Afterward, I immediately soared into the sky. With today's itinerary complete, it was time to return home.

    While racing across the sky as dusk began to fall, an unexpected chuckle escaped my lips.

    'Totally used to it now.'

    I had spent over twenty years traveling by vehicle, yet within just over two years, running on my own feet felt more comfortable.

    I hadn't even considered the possibility of riding a vehicle until a moment ago.

    'Honestly, it's faster this way.'

    Not only is the speed greater, but there's no need to stop unnecessarily.

    Riding a vehicle requires adhering to countless signals, whereas the skyway is wide open.

    Even though Park Hayoung nagged about it, I wasn't keen on forgoing this rapid means of transportation unless it was specifically restricted by law.

    I decided to run a bit faster through the deserted sky.

    Then suddenly, I felt a vibration from my inner pocket.

    It was the personal smartphone I had collected.

    Checking the screen revealed the caller was Squad Leader Yang Jochul.

    I slowed down and answered the call.

    "Hello."

    Squad Leader Yang Jochul's purpose for calling was straightforward.

    He had heard about the recent incident at the scene and called to apologize for the National Intelligence Service's mistake.

    "I sincerely apologize."

    He added that they'll now seek manpower support from the police to prevent such incidents from occurring again in the future.

    "Have they finally decided on the police then?"

    "Ha ha ha... Yes."

    My question prompted an awkward chuckle from Squad Leader Yang Jochul.

    It was laughter filled with numerous meanings and emotions.

    'That's to be expected.'

    When planning the evacuation operation, the association sought assistance from the police for maintaining public order and guiding refugees.

    The manpower from the National Intelligence Service agents alone was insufficient.

    'But they didn't actually receive any manpower support.'

    This was due to opposition from another force, the military. They adamantly claimed it had always been their responsibility to manage refugees and prisoners during wartime.

    Both groups' usefulness had faded significantly with the emergence of players.

    Therefore, to not miss out on this rare opportunity, they started disparaging each other vigorously.

    They used media tactics and even raised issues of illegality and intrusion by citing national security.

    This essentially turned into a power struggle among themselves, set aside from the irreplaceable player group.

    Particularly, the military's response was severe.

    'It was only natural.'

    The military, prepared for wartime situations, found itself unable to take any action now that wartime had finally arrived.

    Since it is an organization maintained by taxpayers, it's naturally facing threats to its existence.

    In fact, there are protests already, demanding disbandment of the now-idle military.

    "Sigh."

    It felt impossible to hold back a sigh that naturally escaped.

    "Given the need for continued education of the refugees, it has been judged more efficient to use police personnel for their long-term control and management."

    The police had always offered various safety education programs to citizens.

    Utilizing that, they could provide basic education such as traffic laws or civil and criminal laws.

    'The association originally reaching out to the police instead of the military was part of such a plan.'

    The closed nature of the military as an organization inherently influenced that decision.

    They were not seen as suitable for a role requiring interaction with the masses.

    'Though there was some noise...'

    Fortunately, since we managed to gain the police support originally desired, we could breathe a little easier.

    'However, the military also needs some work.'

    There's a purpose to the military's existence, so its complete dissolution is unlikely.

    However, if the current situation continues, a reduction in size seems inevitable.

    If they fail to find a proper role before all wars conclude, it will be difficult to expand the military afterwards.

    To avoid unnecessary difficulties, we must lay the groundwork correctly from the start.

    As I weaved my thoughts, Squad Leader Yang Jochul on the other side of the smartphone patiently awaited my words.

    Thanks to that, I managed to reach a great idea without much interference.

    "Since we're on the topic, could you arrange a meeting with the senior officials of the police and military, along with lawmakers from those backgrounds?"

    Drafting the legislation I had just contemplated should be addressed at this opportunity as well.

    I mentioned my thoughts for maximum efficiency, and as always, Squad Leader Yang Jochul supported me wholeheartedly.

    "I'll expedite the process."

    He turned out to be quite a reliable partner in unexpected moments.

    Honestly, without his help, everything might not have gone as smoothly.

    "Thank you. I always owe you."

    As I conveyed my gratitude to Squad Leader Yang Jochul, a memory popped into my mind, leading me to ask something.

    "By the way, is Yul still there?"

    I was sure he had mentioned filming something today.

    "Yes, I heard he's visiting the Beastfolk's accommodation for a video shoot."

    Naturally, a positive response returned.

    The Beastfolk and the dwarf folks allocated to Korea were living in a dormitory near the National Intelligence Service once used by players.

    Because there weren't many of them, they were receiving basic education in a securely monitored place to adapt to living on Earth.

    I've received a simple briefing about Kim Yul's visit there. Yet, given my focus on the looming clash with the system, I hadn't paid proper attention.

    'Now that I'm out, I might as well stop by where Kim Yul is and take him back.'

    I considered taking the opportunity to directly see what he was up to.

    I told Squad Leader Yang Jochul that I'd visit and then altered my course.

    I also remembered to send a message to Kim Yul after disconnecting the call.

    But curiously, unlike his usual prompt replies, he remained silent.

    'Well, I'll find out when I get there.'

    It took several minutes of travel from the refugee camp in Gangwon Province to Seoul. When I reached my destination, the scene that greeted me was truly unexpected.

    It started with a 'crash' sound and a small shadow leaping up.

    "Hi-yap! Feel the kick of Tairis!"

    Catching Berta, the owner of the shadow, wasn't difficult.

    What was difficult were the things behind Berta.

    'What on earth happened here?'

    Why were the meeting room's tables and chairs demolished, marble floors damaged, and various items smashed to pieces at the dormitory?
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    "So?"

    "And so... it turned into this sort of escape game where no matter how we caught them, they managed to escape. After a while, it became repetitive, and I sort of gave up."

    The events that Kim Yul, kneeling neatly before me, recounted weren't all that complicated.

    It had all happened during the production of content for his UTube channel.

    "Sigh..."

    Over the past fortnight, Kim Yul had been exposing the image of the Beastfolk and dwarves through visual media, as I instructed.

    It all began when he visited the National Intelligence Service, ostensibly to retrieve some belongings he had left behind there.

    'To be precise, it was a lie made up to stage a coincidence for retrieving the belongings.'

    There were no belongings left, but it served as a plausible excuse since the place where the Beastfolk stayed happened to be the dormitory where Kim Yul stayed.

    During that visit, the Beastfolk children appeared on a live broadcast.

    'Were they captured while gnawing on drumsticks?'

    From the sound of it, it seemed like a genuine coincidence.

    After that, the video spread rapidly, igniting conversations online about the Beastfolk.

    In response, the association identified the two races and announced that they had officially become affiliated with the association.

    The association essentially vouched for their identities.

    In a way, the association acted as their nationality.

    'Though the association doesn't have territory, so the theory itself doesn't hold.'

    Still, thanks to the endorsement of the association, the two races were able to receive treatment equal to that of foreigners in various countries.

    And with the announcement, the gag order on their information was also lifted.

    Consequently, players began sharing their experiences with the Beastfolk.

    'That was exactly four days ago.'

    Kim Yul also uploaded a pre-prepared video related to the Demi-human.

    It was an introduction video showing their abilities in visible numbers, like game characters, with added graphics.

    I remembered that the quality was quite decent.

    The video, lasting about 15 minutes, garnered over a billion views in just one day.

    Bolstered by this, several other content pieces were in production.

    Today, as part of that effort, Kim Yul intended to create a video featuring Berta and other young Beastfolk.

    Among the various content types, it was in the reaction genre, observing the responses of the Beastfolk.

    To trigger those reactions, an animated movie called "Panda Kung Fu" was used.

    And this is where the real issue began.

    Among the characters in the animated movie, there was one modeled after a tiger.

    Berta, who was engrossed in the character, couldn't contain her excitement and started mimicking the character's moves.

    The other young Beastfolk, influenced by Berta, joined in the fun.

    This resulted in a situation where they didn't account for their extraordinary physical strength, leading to chaos.

    The common meeting room of the dormitory was utterly devastated.

    "......"

    "......"

    "......"

    While I was quietly examining the destroyed items and space, Kim Yul and the filming team that contributed to this mess collectively kept their mouths shut, gauging my reaction.

    Of course, there were those who weren't as timid.

    "Hey, K! Did you see me just now? I did this! Like, flip-flap, whoosh!"

    "I did it too!"

    "I'm an eagle, so I wasn't there......"

    "I can swish-swish with my tail like this!"

    "Why am I a bear? I'd rather be a panda!"

    And it wasn't just one of them; there were several.

    The main perpetrators of this chaos, the kids who got thoroughly absorbed in the animation and created a ruckus, were chattering noisily.

    Just then, a light fixture hanging from the wall shook and finally fell to the floor.

    Crash.

    I broke the silence by addressing the shattered light I had been observing.

    "How's the video quality?"

    "Umm... I think it turned out well... Right?"

    Kim Yul had collected himself first and asked, prompting the filming team, still in a bit of a daze, to nod.

    "Then that's fine, keep it up. When the shooting is over, call the guardians."

    "Do you mean to call Horfe?"

    "Yeah, it's necessary to teach them that destructive behavior won't be tolerated. The parents need to be informed for proper home education too."

    "Ah, I suppose... What about the damages?"

    "We'll process it as a loss compensation at the guild level. I'll inform the finance team separately, so don't worry about it."

    "Got it."

    There was enough money to cover the damages.

    I had a comprehensive list of valuable resources from Biharin.

    Recently, we raided the mages' lair and will soon be able to hit the temple headquarters.

    The loot obtained from Biharin has been steadily converted into money through the smuggler Choi Seongwu, and most of it is being used for guild operations.

    A significant portion has already been spent supporting the settlement of the Biharin, and more will be spent in the future, but funds weren't exactly tight. The number of exclusive missions I held was quite large.

    Thus, I didn't foresee much difficulty in resolving this issue.

    'I need to fix problems that arise while they're doing tasks I assigned.'

    Having reached a conclusion, I was about to put down Berta.

    "Wait, please!"

    But before I could, an urgent objection stopped me.

    Curious, when I turned my head, a woman holding a camera had approached Berta and me.

    She immediately started giving instructions.

    "Berta, do it like this, cutely."

    It seemed she was using the translation magic tool borrowed from the dwarves, as there didn't appear to be any communication issues between her and Berta.

    "Cute?"

    This might explain why Berta understood and responded to her.

    "Bring your arms inward, clench your fists under your chin... Pull your legs together towards your belly... Yes, like that!"

    "Like this?"

    Kyaah! Cute!

    After her cry of admiration, almost unbelievable to my ears, the woman fixed her gaze on me.

    "Umm, if you could just, err, uh, your, your arm..."

    As I stared at her with a blank expression, she swallowed nervously and struggled to finish her sentence.

    "It seems the angle's a bit off, so if you could pull your arm to the side, just a little..."

    I was filled with disbelief and frustration, wondering if I really had to do this, but...

    'This is a situation entirely of my own making, who else can I blame?'

    With a creaking motion, I pulled my hand from Berta's scruff and moved it to the side.

    "Alright, let's take the video now, Berta. Look sad, disappointed."

    "Uuu......"

    It seemed like Berta was quite cooperative, perhaps because she had experienced this several times before.

    And I'd have to be the same from now on.

    'Considering the debt I owe to the Beastfolk.'

    I had feigned helping them only to borrow their strength for a deal, while leaving them without actual assistance.

    Horfe, who could have criticized me over this, had never done so, but I felt it was unjust.

    I must repay them—by empowering them.

    The start was to form an influence that would help them protect themselves from humans on Earth, who tend to reject differences once all wars are concluded.

    In fact, players from other countries who joined the Palao guild, just like Kim Yul, were also preparing to create content.

    'It looks like I'll be busy in a different sense in the future.'

    Only after some satisfactory videos were shot did I let Berta down and withdrew to a corner of the meeting room to observe the ongoing shooting.

    * * *

    "Democracy... human rights... socialism..."

    Mumbling.

    While going over notes from the camp's educational course, a sudden ding interrupted her thoughts.

    Rashar turned her head toward the now familiar sound.

    Nearby, she saw Ahel eating while operating a tablet PC.

    There were no more restraints visible on his neck or wrists.

    Instead, Ahel carried that tablet PC with him 24/7.

    It was one of the items included in the personal aid package K had sent.

    Associational regulations overseeing the camp did not list personal aid sent by Earthlings as prohibited.

    As such, aside from a few items not allowed, owning personal belongings wasn't severely restricted.

    Indeed, many Biharin with connections to players received personal aid this way.

    'If you search their names on the association's data? Data base? It reveals the state they are staying in and the camp they belong to.'

    Players who have formed bonds with them from Bihar are reaching out with such aid.

    The fact that most receiving this additional support were combat personnel wasn't entirely surprising.

    There was some grumbling within the camp, given the perception of disparity.

    'Quick adaptation by those capable of combat leads to increased Earth fighting power.'

    No wonder the association tacitly allowed such differential treatment.

    Thanks to this, Ahel and others like Jordan, with excellent learning abilities, were starting to handle various electronic devices like Earthlings.

    Next to Ahel with his eyes glued to the screen were rows of others dining in the mess hall.

    Some were flipping through notebooks like Rashar, going over what they had learned.

    Others were engaged in lively conversation with those around them.

    A few were poking at their food with gloomy expressions or sniffling from tears.

    It's been two weeks since the rescue operation led by the association brought them to Earth, with no warning.

    Some adapted quickly to the new environment, while others had difficulty adjusting to life here, unable to forget their homeland.

    Reactions were bound to diverge drastically since not everyone had chosen this situation voluntarily.

    That said, an overwhelming majority were trying hard to adapt.

    For the life on Earth couldn't be compared to that on Biharin; it was far more comfortable.

    Everything that constituted the basics of life was met with amazement.

    Rooms were warm, it was always possible to use hot water, food was varied and delicious, and clothes were soft and comfortable.

    After a few days of enjoying such a life, everyone began realizing.

    This is a very good place to live.

    When most refugees gathered, they talked about such things.

    'A world where science flourished in the absence of magic.'

    Even to Rashar, life on Earth felt comfortable.

    That's why it was understandable to see many refugees striving to adapt as soon as possible, to avoid being ousted or left behind.

    'I wonder how the atmosphere is in other camps.'

    Rashar only heard about it, but she was told there were as many as 16 camps operating like the one she stayed in.

    As many as 16 camps were set up in a country called Korea.

    Hosting a million refugees at once would burden a nation, but hosting a hundred refugees reduced that burden significantly.

    Thus, thousands of camps were set up worldwide to disperse the refugees, offering education suited to each country's culture.

    'Whenever new refugees are rescued from new origins, they are assigned to different camps per structure.'

    With Rashar in Korean Camp No. 2, the second batch of trainees already existed, and a third batch was expected soon.

    Once in the camp, they completed a four-week initial training before leaving the camp to engage in economic activities and test settling down.

    On Earth, rather than fully supporting the Biharin, they were empowering them towards self-reliance.

    Those achieving self-reliance would become part of society's workforce once more.

    The by-products produced there would feed back into society, forming a cyclical economy.

    Upon understanding this massive system, Rashar couldn't hide her astonishment.

    'Though not everything runs perfectly according to theory, and side effects do exist.'

    The mere establishment of such a societal structure was hard to believe.

    'Many of the outsiders are quite adept at numeracy it seems.'

    Seeing this structure, a system they've grown up witnessing as normal, must have developed their thought processes unconsciously.

    "Hmm? Breaking news?"

    Just as Rashar was about to express admiration once again over this situation.

    Ahel, who had been looking at the tablet PC, muttered.

    "Oh, Palao guild seems to have destroyed a messeo."

    Startled by the seemingly familiar yet unexpected topic, Rashar's shoulders jerked.

    Jordan, who had been eating across from her, corrected Ahel.

    "In Korean, the language of the Earth, where we are staying, it's called 'hole'. But in English, widely used globally, it's pronounced 'hole'."

    "Ah, right."

    "What does the news say?"

    "It says they closed a hole."

    "Any casualties?"

    "No mention of that... Wait, K is doing an interview right now."

    Rashar's ears perked up suddenly.

    Damned System

    TL's Corner:

    Last 117 chapters. We're almost there.

  
    Chapter 302

    Chapter 302. Spotlight (4)

    「The guild... Casualties have not yet been confirmed... Injured... Support for recovery as much as possible...」

    A familiar voice was heard, but due to the noise in the dining hall, it was hard to understand properly.

    Instinctively, Rashar's body leaned slightly to the side.

    At that moment, Ahel turned to Rashar and said abruptly.

    "Oh, I can't get it. Dame Bennet, over there."

    Rashar, startled by the sudden call, jerked her body in place.

    "Huh, huh?"

    Regardless of her reaction, Ahel continued speaking.

    "No, it's just by name now! Since everyone is equal! Rashar, could you lend me the Interpreter Magic Tool? Still hard to listen, it's rather easier to read it."

    The Biharin did not enjoy the benefits of interpretation.

    Fortunately, they could understand when speaking directly with players.

    However, when it turned into digital areas like videos or application messages, it became useless.

    Rashar, thankfully, was an exception to that frustrating situation.

    "The dwarves prioritize delivering these to the association, so it's hard to get enough Interpreter Magic Tools. So use this for now."

    Thanks to the Interpreter Magic Tool that K handed to her just before they parted ways—an earring-like magic tool she once saw when she first met K—Rashar never experienced communication issues in the camp.

    Many who knew she possessed a magic tool often requested to borrow it.

    Unable to ignore their frustration due to language barriers, Rashar tended not to refuse such requests.

    'But...'

    Instead of handing over the magic tool, Rashar glanced at the tablet in Ahel's hand.

    She hesitated for a moment while watching the video playing.

    'I'll look into it later.'

    She was incredibly curious and highly concerned but didn't want to acknowledge it openly.

    She didn't want anyone to notice her keen attention toward K.

    So acting as if it were nothing, she removed the earring from one ear and handed it to Ahel.

    After that, she couldn't understand anything from the video content being transmitted.

    Though bothered, Rashar pretended not to be and focused on reviewing for a long time.

    She filled her personal time with training after the afternoon education sessions ended.

    It was late evening when she finally returned to her dormitory with the bunk beds.

    'Is everyone asleep...?'

    Only after confirming everyone sharing the room was asleep did she quietly open her locker that held her personal items.

    「Nuna, just use the cosmetics in the order I numbered them. And the pink box contains supplements you should take once a day! And don't worry about anything. Everything will be fine. Brother K is trying extremely hard to make it so, so focus only on adapting without worrying about anything! If you need anything, just send a letter!」

    The first thing visible was the letter sent by Kim Yul along with gifts.

    Below it, items sent by K and other players filled the inside.

    There were electronic devices received by Ahel and Jordan, as well as cosmetics, clothes, shoes, various writing materials, and even Earth's currency preserved meticulously.

    Removing a few items to the side, Rashar found the tablet PC sent by K.

    She took it and entered her bed, pulling the cover over herself.

    'The power button... here it is.'

    Unlike Ahel, who didn't mind others' gazes and used the items sent by K freely, Rashar couldn't bear to openly use items that incited a sense of discrimination.

    Especially in a world where inherent status held no value.

    Thus, she only fiddled with it occasionally in her room.

    Though she wasn't as proficient and familiar with it as someone using their belongings, finding a video on the homepage Ahel had been browsing earlier wasn't difficult.

    With clumsy gestures, she operated the tablet PC to launch UTube.

    The search words she entered were the first words she memorized upon arriving here.

    "K"

    Search results appeared rapidly.

    Most were videos newly uploaded today.

    Rashar, nestled beneath the covers, began examining one video after another, featuring a familiar face making an unfamiliar expression.

    * * *

    Precisely 22 days had passed since we began rescuing refugees from the frontline.

    Holes started opening more frequently and abundantly.

    Yet, with the clans and guilds actively working, they managed to handle the increasing flow effectively.

    During this time, the Beastfolk and dwarves established their own guilds, forming consortium contracts with several large guilds, including the association.

    Naturally, the Palao Guild was one of the included parties.

    Meanwhile, I was exceedingly busy.

    Handling duties as a guild leader, battling to close high-rank holes opening in Korea, coordinating schedules with Kim Yul for content creation activities kept me fully occupied.

    Once my face appeared, even the same content would gain an additional digit in the view count.

    Sometimes, two more digits.

    'Though the thought of selling my face isn't quite appealing.'

    There's no reason not to make use of any necessary resources.

    Thus, I had allocated time for content filming today.

    Sitting in a studio prepared for the live broadcast and commencing the broadcast, Kim Yul handed me a tablet PC.

    "What do you want me to do?"

    "MBTI test. Don't you know what that is?"

    "... I've heard of it, but I wonder why we should do it."

    In personality type tests, I've picked up bits here and there during its peak of popularity.

    I had never directly undergone the test myself.

    'Can one really categorize people into merely 16 types?'

    I never quite understood why this was such a trend.

    Nonetheless, I swallowed a sigh and accepted the tablet PC.

    When it came to camera angles, Kim Yul's opinions typically took precedence over mine.

    "Alright, while we wait for the test results... shall we do a Q&A? Waiting can be dull."

    Barely beginning the test, Kim Yul continued speaking through the live broadcast.

    - RedSun: While K is taking the test, how can we do a Q&A?

    - Bongole: Right, just wait a moment

    Seeing the reactions, Kim Yul said with a playful expression.

    "Because K can manage hearing and speaking separately, it's fine. If you're curious, feel free to ask. Your cute pink retriever will read them for you."

    I reflexively turned to look at Kim Yul.

    Thanks to the completely pink-dyed hair, that bizarre nickname had gained massive popularity across numerous communities.

    Nonetheless, I was still surprised.

    'I can't believe he uttered that nickname himself.'

    Staring at him blankly, in disbelief, Kim Yul asked with an innocent face.

    "Why are you looking at me like that? Am I too cute to look away?"

    I debated for a moment.

    'Should I hit him or not?'

    Eventually, I decided to refrain.

    Suppressing a sigh, I shook my head slightly and resumed reading the survey questions.

    Click, click.

    Choosing answers with more force than usual, Kim Yul continued the broadcast.

    "I'll only read the nickname and the question. Just chat casually like with a friend. Everyone already knows your rough personality, don't they? Okay, let's start? Klovek asks, 'Has K ever dated? You were popular, right?'"

    "A few times during middle and high school. As for the second question, defining popularity isn't straightforward."

    "Usually, people know, right? Often receiving gifts or confessions. Oh! How many gifts did you receive on Valentine's Day?"

    "I'd arrive to find my desk piled up in the morning, though I never counted precisely. Next question."

    "The life of a popular man... Um, tofu Seon asks, 'Can you show your body? Can you take off your shirt?'"

    "Watch your own body if you want. Do you even call that a question? Block that pervert immediately. Next."

    "Rough and bad words without a filter, indeed the spicy K flavor. Next is from Mona Mi Nam, they're asking about the ongoing staff recruitment at Palao Guild, if they could possibly get accepted if they apply... Ouch! Why hit me?!"

    "If that Mona Mi guy genuinely wanted to get recruited, they'd submit inquiries to the HR team and prepare a resume. Would they bother asking such a question here? They should ask about interview preparation at least to make me consider answering. Stop wasting time with useless questions and do it properly."

    After snapping at Kim Yul, the Q&A session continued for about ten more minutes.

    The much-anticipated test results came in for both the audience and Kim Yul.

    I handed the tablet back to Kim Yul, who, checking the screen, wore an intentionally orchestrated smile.

    "Yes, everyone. Our prediction was spot on."

    Shortly after, he turned the tablet screen towards the camera, showing the results to all viewers.

    "ENTJ"

    "Extroverted, intuitive, thinking, judging... Wow, what are these numbers with each over 90%? This is indeed a strong ENTJ."

    The chatroom was updated at a tremendous speed, unreadable unless one had a player's dynamic vision.

    Most of that swiftly moving chat shared a similar sentiment.

    - SOLO93: As expected

    - Midnight: Apparently, no one was surprised

    - OrangeCakaraMel: Honestly, I could see it a mile away......

    - Viola: Is he really human, can he be like that?

    - MonMon: WowㅋㅋㅋㅋGenuinely a confident ENTJㅋㅋㅋ

    Watching the remarkably consistent reactions, Kim Yul slyly added.

    "Just in case you're curious, I'm an ESFJ."

    "So?"

    Wondering what he was getting at, I stared at him.

    As if he never expected any different, Kim Yul turned back with another calculated smile.

    "Um, just saying... See, everyone, this is the confidence of an ENTJ. Don't be too shocked."

    Thereafter, the Q&A continued as if nothing happened.

    I matched the broadcasting tone and proceeded.

    Once filming wrapped up, I headed to the office I used alone.

    Having received an email from Lily, I downloaded the attached file.

    'Refugee Rescue Operation Mid-Term Report.'

    Now, the population remaining in Bihar was roughly 30% of the original.

    Refugee rescue from all castles except for central Ater Empire, guarded by the new Wall of Patience, was completed.

    'Though those who re-established portals crawled out midway.'

    Not a single one remained alive. The temples were sealed and monitored more securely than any other location during evacuation operations.

    Thanks to that, bizarre incidents of intruders mingling with refugees didn't occur.

    Currently, all players temporarily withdrew from Bihar to catch their breath.

    'Now they'll tear each other apart again within the prison of their own making.'

    Of course, in Bihar now, there are powerless individuals who've been left behind merely because they happened to be in the same area as the power holders, without having any choice.

    If we were to list the impending deaths, they'd be first in line.

    However, I chose their demise over saving them to fall with the powerful.

    Though not a comforting thought, I worked diligently to prevent it from turning into guilt.

    'Most would've likely rejoiced at having stayed in a safe area with the power holders by mere chance.'

    Among those left behind, how many would have claimed we should immediately dismantle the Wall of Patience and protect those outside, and actually put that into practice?

    Typically, ordinary people remain silent in turbulent times if they haven't been treated unfairly.

    Therefore, determining the weak as inherently virtuous simply because they are deemed powerless and faultless is dangerous.

    'While it's true that the weak need help, they aren't necessarily good.'

    Along the same lines, it wasn't that those abandoned outside the Wall of Patience were rescued due to virtue.

    'After all, I didn't draft an evacuation plan arguing justice.'

    In this world, there's no such thing as justice. Only pursuits of self-interest.

    Those who fled to Earth are beneficiaries of my pursuit, whereas the weak left in Bihar are merely collateral damage.

    To protect myself, I had to draw a line and keep emotions like guilt and disgust at a distance.

    Only by doing so could I continue forward.

    Fortunately, ignoring parts out of necessity was manageable.

    I had some form of rationale to convince myself that I hadn't ignored everything.

    "Hoo."

    Breathing out deeply, I meticulously reviewed the file sent by Lily.

    As I dedicated my days to fulfilling my responsibilities, the completion of the first round of refugees' education, who had crossed to Earth, approached.
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    In a certain resort in Gyeonggi Province, which was being used as South Korea's No. 2 refugee camp.

    Instead of getting out of the car when I arrived in the parking lot, I picked up the tablet PC left on the passenger seat.

    I intended to skim through a new report from Lily that arrived yesterday.

    'Starting with the power distribution.'

    When I opened the saved file, a blotchy world map appeared. It wasn't just one, but several kinds.

    The distribution according to the number of players, the location of the powerhouses, and the results of evacuation drills and civilian risk awareness surveys, along with a few other factors had been considered when creating the data.

    Among them, the one I first checked was the data showing the locations of the powerhouses.

    'Gretman was assigned to Russia.'

    The apostles, including the apostle of Temoria, Greg Tembon, were assigned one each per continent, with an additional one assigned to the headquarters of the association.

    Beyond that, the talented or major figures from each order, known for their names, were also sent to different regions.

    The reason for separating powerhouses like this was simple.

    'First, it meant not to gather senselessly and cause trouble.'

    The second reason was that the strategic points on Earth were not concentrated in one area.

    Manufacturing plant clusters.

    Energy and food production regions.

    Ports for imports and exports.

    The elements needed for the world economy to function were spread across the globe.

    The arrangement of powerhouses visible to me was the result of considering the locations of such strategic points.

    It was essential work to maintain Earth's ecology.

    The outcome of personnel placement according to various conditions was as follows.

    South Korea had become the strongest force in Asia.

    'Only in terms of power, it's similar to the United States.'

    It was a rather satisfactory result as South Korea needed to be safer than anywhere else.

    Indeed, considerable effort was put into achieving that goal.

    The fact that Horfe and Rashar ended up in the same region was the result of such effort.

    Of course, there would be no further intervention beyond this.

    The Biharin could not choose the country they would stay in, but they were given the freedom to choose the group to belong to.

    That group would become their workplace in the future.

    All related content was included in the camp's education program.

    By the time I finished reviewing the data, a call came through.

    The caller's name was Han Taeju.

    He was a player who joined as soon as I established the guild.

    "Guildmaster, have you arrived? It looks like people might be coming out soon..."

    He was a figure who managed mission-related work at the Order of Palao, and in the Palao Guild, he became the head of the player personnel team.

    Scout new players or select those who wished to join; that was the task of Han Taeju and the player personnel team.

    I answered him as I got out of the car.

    "I'm in the parking lot. I'll be there shortly."

    "Okay, I understand."

    "Stick to the initial plan and accurately notify about the place where the hiring presentation will take place, how to get there, and the date."

    "Yes, but... do you think those people can really find the location of a presentation held in the heart of Seoul?"

    "If they can't find it, that's that. We can't spoon-feed them everything."

    "That's true, but...."

    It was an issue that was already raised during the meeting.

    Why not hire a bus and take them directly to the presentation site?

    It was a solution that I outrightly rejected.

    Are we supposed to pick them up and drop them off every time they commute?

    They must carry out the utterly simple act of traveling from their home to a destination on their own.

    'If they've attentively participated in a month-long education, they should be able to use public transportation.'

    Temporary transport ties with nearby cities had already been arranged at the municipal level.

    They could easily embark on a journey on their own merit.

    'Unless they're exceptionally talented individuals requiring special treatment.'

    Continuing to provide meticulous care to common folks would be a waste of time.

    In every matter, principles and exceptions coexist.

    So, I reiterated what I said at the last meeting.

    "Unless Team Leader Han intends to personally escort them every day, it's an unnecessary concern, as I clearly stated."

    "...... I apologize."

    "Instead of worrying unnecessarily, distribute promotional materials related to the presentation, and explain how to utilize them several times. That would be more helpful."

    The guild's promotional materials weren't just haphazardly put together.

    They were meticulously crafted to assist as much as possible with using public transportation and reading maps.

    Even if someone lacks literacy, reading it multiple times shouldn't make understanding difficult.

    It was produced in Tenir language used by the Biharin, so they should have no difficulty reading it.

    "And they must have already been assigned temporary accommodations from the government."

    They must have also received living stipends to get by until they begin earning a living.

    Once they find their place to stay, it will be easier to move elsewhere next time.

    Inwardly urging them not to make me repeat myself again.

    Having finished my conversation with Team Leader Han Taeju, I headed out of the parking lot towards the resort.

    A substantial crowd stretched across the entrance and lobby.

    Among them were individuals waving promotional materials, catching the attention of the Biharin.

    Those were likely personnel dispatched by different guilds.

    Even besides the Palao Guild, other guilds mobilized to secure new combatants.

    Biharin families gathering in clusters were observing them instead of exiting the resort.

    All Biharin here must have gathered information related to this from their education courses.

    Thus, even non-combatants remain on site, observing the guild representatives.

    'Non-combatant job positions are prepared too.'

    According to the directive from the association, every guild must employ a certain percentage of Biharin within their internal staff.

    To keep large organizations running, individuals beside combatants are necessary.

    Administrative and clerical roles, cleaning, on-site dining, or inventory management.

    Somewhere, their roles would be required.

    Rather than continuing to survey the noisy lobby, I began walking in one direction.

    Skillfully navigating through the crowd, off I went to find the reason for coming here.

    Fortunately, finding familiar faces wasn't difficult.

    Ahel had discreetly released some mana.

    "Oh."

    Thanks to that, Ahel was the first to spot me.

    He waved energetically, calling out as soon as he recognized me.

    By that time, whispers had already started circulating among those who noticed me.

    I gestured to Ahel, dismissing the many staring eyes.

    Understanding my signal immediately, Ahel clasped the arms of the ones beside him and moved swiftly in the direction I indicated.

    "K!"

    Ahel approached with a bright expression as he broke free of the lobby and exited through the entrance.

    Behind him, Jordan also displayed a visible sense of anticipation.

    Rashar, who accompanied them, seemed to have a slightly different stance.

    Rashar, who seemed to be searching for words, eventually spoke simply.

    "...... Long time no see."

    "Indeed."

    Meeting after a month truly felt like a long time.

    Unlike the dispatching of items or letters to the outside of the camp, direct contact or phone interactions were restricted.

    This was natural as it was impossible to completely verify all visitors at the residential quarters of the Beastfolk or Dwarves.

    'Primarily to protect uninformed Biharin from falling victim to absurdities or making potentially harmful mentions in the future.'

    And also to prevent big guilds from monopolizing combatants.

    Having exchanged brief reunion greetings, I pointed towards the amassed attention and spoke.

    "Let's move. Shall we?"

    I made the first move, and Ahel and Jordan quickly followed.

    Rashar, hesitantly, joined a beat later.

    Unlike most others, these three individuals held value worthy of personally bringing into the guild, and indeed meriting my endeavor to fetch and escort them myself.

    'That's why I came to personally get them.'

    As soon as we reached where the vehicle was, Ahel started fiddling with the door handle, asking.

    "Why isn't this opening? Didn't they do it like this in the video?"

    Instead of answering orally, I just pressed the key.

    Only then did the vehicle door open, and Ahel quickly slipped inside.

    "Oh! Is this Earth's carriage?"

    "Wow, the interior is quite comfy."

    Ahel and Jordan, displaying their curiosity openly, settled in the back seat.

    Taking the driver's seat, where I had to drive, left just the passenger seat.

    While waiting for Rashar to get in, I handed over an envelope of prepared documents to the back seat.

    "These are the employment terms offered by the guild. One is in Korean, the other in Tenir."

    In Bihar, the writings of players were translated so they could read, but on Earth, without a translation magic tool, only spoken words were translated.

    'It might be the Damned System acting up, or the limitation of translation programs.'

    Once the gate is completely closed, I'll retrieve the divinity and urge for an update.

    "Review the Tenir documents, but sign on the Korean ones."

    "Oh, I can read it without any problem now."

    At that moment, Ahel nonchalantly made a shocking statement and began reading the Korean document.

    "......"

    I stared incredulously at Ahel.

    Being able to read a foreign language they first encountered in just a month?

    'As I thought, mages are something else.'

    While internally marveled at Ahel's learning and memorization capabilities.

    Jordan, too, was going through the Korean document, occasionally glancing at the Tenir document when something was unclear, seemingly cross-referencing meanings.

    'I thought my learning ability was quite good, but...'

    Seeing those two, I felt the need to reevaluate that notion.

    By the time I was inwardly clicking my tongue, Rashar finally settled into the passenger seat.

    "While moving, check the proposed annual salary, welfare benefits, and other duties included in the employment contract, and ask any questions if you have them."

    I handed the employment document to her and continued talking.

    "And players were dispatched to the camps assigned to others too."

    Shamel, Yuria, and also Lario and Alio.

    Those who were somewhat influential within the Order of Palao were assigned to Camp No. 8 installed in South Gyeongsang Province.

    As someone was sent that way too, we might soon see them in Seoul if they intend to join the Palao Guild.

    "I'll get going now, so please put on your seat belts."

    I never thought the day would come where I'd tell those I met in Bihar to buckle up.

    Guiding those unaware like young stars, ensuring their engagement and movement.

    Ahel and Jordan exchanged a few whispered remarks, before distinctly clicking the belt buckle.

    They didn't just stop there; they clicked and unclicked the buckle repeatedly, seemingly exploring its mechanism.

    Meanwhile, Rashar, who had been struggling with fastening the belt even incorrectly, received my assistance.

    Unable to endure more, I personally clicked it for her, fastening the belt.

    Following this, the vehicle embarked and all displayed surprise at the ride distinctively different from carriages.

    "Wow! If we travel in this, we wouldn't get motion sickness."

    Ahel was carried away with excitement, even though many modern people still experience motion sickness.

    "The means of transit have developed tremendously; is there anything else you could ride? Like a train or an airplane? The one that flies in the sky. Is it similar to levitation magic?"

    "If you want, you can purchase a ticket and ride any time. Since you'd be traveling to install magic circles for a while, there will be plenty of opportunities."

    "Oh, didn't you say there wasn't any teleportation magic here?"

    I leisurely nodded.
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    "So that's why I'm hiring you. The act of Telekinesis and teleportation is considered nearly impossible in our world."

    "Even in Bihar, not just anyone can do it. There's a reason why spatial mana is so useful. Hehehe."

    "If you can get in touch with other spatial-type mages, ask them to come here. Both the guild's scale and compensation shouldn't be unsatisfactory."

    "I was planning to reach out. I've already checked which camp and country each of them is in. They even support the Tenir language on the Guardian website."

    It's only natural to include the necessary language for the user.

    Most player-related online portals had already finished updating Tenir language patches.

    Thanks to the collaboration team established by the nation a while ago, Tenir language had been organized through linguists.

    'Initially, it was for interpreting documents coming from Biharin without player assistance.'

    But nowadays, this was being used more effectively.

    "Oh, by the way, I think I'll need a phone to contact them. Could you buy me one? Since you provided the relief goods, it would be great if you could help just this once more. I haven't received my salary yet."

    "You should have received a settlement support fund."

    "Yes, since I'm a single household, it's 3.44 million won. They give more if you have dependents."

    It wasn't as much as I thought it would be.

    Considering the monthly rent for temporary housing, food, and heating expenses, it was necessary to find a job within two or three months.

    Though I wasn't particularly fond of Ahel, I did owe him for some help back in Bihar where I learned magic.

    "Yes? Yes, yes? Just this once!"

    "...... Let's stop by the store."

    From today, all services will be accessible to the Biharin.

    They will not only be able to open a smartphone line but also register on online portal sites.

    I thought of buying it while I was out.

    "Oh, thank you."

    While Ahel smiled satisfactorily, Jordan took his turn to ask questions.

    "Uh...... My role is said to be a human resources manager. What exactly do I have to do?"

    "Currently, the guild has separate personnel managers for both players and general staff. They're all Earthlings. Similarly, Biharin will be categorized into combatants and non-combatants, and I want you to manage them."

    Many Biharin individuals were expected to join the Palao guild in the future.

    If players were left to handle their management, misunderstandings stemming from cultural or mental differences would likely arise.

    To prevent this, I wanted to appoint someone from the same group as their leader.

    "I believe Priest Jordan won't cause friction with existing personnel managers nor engage in political maneuvering, so I am assigning this to you."

    "You don't have to worry about that."

    "For now, team Leader Han Junho, who manages the players, is overseeing it. You should receive a handover from him later. You've met him before, so getting along shouldn't be an issue."

    "He was the one who came to the camp earlier, right? He was the one managing the players' records during the exclusive mission, wasn't he?"

    "Yes."

    While Ahel and Jordan, seated in the back, asked questions, Rashar remained silent.

    Just as I was wondering whether to ask him if he had any questions, Squad Leader Yang Jochul called.

    I quietly gestured to everyone inside the vehicle to be silent and put on my wireless earphones.

    "Hello, Squad Leader Yang, how can I help you?"

    "Mr. Hyunwoo, can you talk now?"

    "Yes, go ahead."

    "I contacted you about that favor you requested earlier. Quite a few people have shown positive reactions..."

    As soon as I finished discussing future plans with Squad Leader Yang, another call came.

    A person who used to work at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and had resigned to join the guild.

    He managed the status of branches of the Palao guild located around the world as a member of the comprehensive strategy team.

    "Guildmaster, the hole currently being purified at the Philippine branch seems to be connected to the vicinity of the Begol Mountains, as you mentioned earlier. They've begun exploring the surroundings simultaneously with purification, so we should have a detailed report in about two hours."

    "If it's really Begol Mountains, we absolutely must maintain the hole, regardless of what the Philippine government says. If they demand anything, try to negotiate as much as possible."

    Because there's a spirit stone mine there.

    "Yes, I'll talk to the local representative and prepare for negotiations in advance."

    As soon as that call ended, Yang Taeho from the U. S. made an international call.

    At this point, the reason Yang Taeho would contact me personally was obvious.

    "I've had a bad feeling for a few days, and boom, got blindsided."

    As expected, the pirate-turned-Alpha had caused some trouble.

    He tried to ambush and kill the other two alphas moving with him.

    The fewer alphas, the greater the value of the Purification trait.

    "I've restrained him by breaking his arms and legs and rendered him unconscious for now. What should I do?"

    "I'll get there personally within half a day, so just keep him subdued."

    I was planning to verify if the Philippine hole was genuinely connected to the Begol Mountains anyway.

    'And it'd be advantageous for me to be present for negotiations with the Philippine government to maintain the hole.'

    I could make a stop in the U. S. on the way.

    "We can't kill him, not with that trait. Now that there's a reason, it would be wiser to train and make use of him."

    "That's promising news anyway. Then, I'll see you in a bit."

    "Yes, be careful just in case. I'll arrange for you to return to Korea soon."

    "That's music to my ears!"

    After ending the call with Yang Taeho, I initiated another call on my own.

    "Hello?"

    After a brief ringing tone, it was Gilenios who answered.

    Wandering through Earth's gaps without belonging to any camp, he was receiving special personal training at the guild residence.

    He had to play the role of my designated teleportation magic circle when needed.

    "I'll send you the destination coordinates by message, so make sure to check the gaps in advance. Don't let anyone get lost inside like last time."

    "You petty bastard, that was just one mistake!"

    "So, I'm giving you a heads-up. A mistake repeated has to be seen as a fault."

    "...... You irritating jerk. When are you leaving?"

    "In about two... no, a few hours."

    "Got it."

    Additionally, numerous calls related to today's work came in unusually often.

    It seemed to be a day full of issues since the Biharin were stepping out of the camp for the first time.

    For example, I received a call due to a scuffle between the reporters positioned in front of the guild and the security team.

    Unexpected situations like this had made it frequent for guild members to seek guidance on how to respond.

    As a result, I spent almost an hour just making phone calls.

    During that time, the vehicle entered Seoul, and I headed toward the first visible telecom company branch.

    Soon, we arrived at the store and opened a smartphone line under each name.

    During the process, Rashar suddenly took out cash, leading to a bit of a dispute.

    "Shouldn't I be given a chance to repay the debt from Bihar?"

    Rashar, who was keen on paying for her own device, seemed to be lost in thought for some reason, wearing a face that made it hard to read her intentions.

    She was originally someone whose thoughts were clear, but ever since our relationship became strained, she had become somewhat difficult to read.

    Luckily, after a moment, Rashar reconsidered and let the issue be, ending the situation.

    Only after paying for the device did I question the origin of the money Rashar had.

    "By the way, what's with that envelope?"

    It was packed with yellow bills featuring Shin Saimdang.

    Now that Rashar just stepped out of the camp, he wouldn't have had a chance to earn or steal money; it must have been some kind of personal relief fund.

    "Who the hell gives cash as relief goods?"

    "Yul did..."

    Damn that brat.

    "He said cash is the best, and having a full wallet gives you peace of mind... Was I not supposed to take it?"

    "You can. It's just that... you wouldn't have needed it inside the camp... You can use it to buy whatever you want."

    While each of us held a smartphone in hand and headed toward the guild building, Ahel, fiddling with the device, exclaimed as if something occurred to him.

    "Oh right, K. This is really, really my last favor. Can you find a teacher for me?"

    "What kind of teacher are you talking about?"

    "History or Korean? I feel what I learned in the camp wasn't enough. They only taught us the necessary knowledge, so it was a shame not learning the civilization's development background."

    "I agree. History is the foundation of that world, after all."

    Jordan chimed in as well.

    'That's not wrong.'

    Knowing history reveals why the world has developed as it has.

    Understanding the foundation helps in adapting to a completely different world.

    Especially for those who lived in a feudal system, understanding the flow of changes is necessary to adapt to a society valuing equality.

    "I'll arrange for a private tutor."

    "Vocational?"

    "Personal education."

    "Oh! That's great! While I'm at it, I'd like to learn Korean and English more thoroughly. I'm a bit lacking in speaking and listening."

    Jordan, quietly listening, raised his hand slightly before chiming in.

    "I'd like to learn as well. Is it possible?"

    "Of course. You can attend together. How about you, Rashar?"

    "... If it's learning, I would like to join as well."

    "I'll let you know once I find someone, so just wait a bit."

    "Understood."

    Meanwhile, the car got stopped at a left-turn signal at an intersection.

    I spoke as we waited for the signal to change.

    "Come to think of it, each of you should have been assigned a temporary residence. If you organize the lease documents and hand them over, I'll pass them on to the guild's lawyer."

    The lawyer would then terminate the lease contract and change the address.

    That would mean no rent will be due next month.

    "Then where should we stay?"

    "I've arranged a residential property near the guild building, so you can stay there."

    "Oh! That's great for saving on living expenses."

    Ahel and Jordan laughed, satisfied.

    "But compared to other countries, aren't there fewer Biharin here in Korea?"

    I nodded my head in agreement with Jordan's question.

    "Objectively speaking, the numbers are indeed on the lower side."

    In Korea, approximately a million refugees were to be accepted.

    Given the total size of the Biharin population, it's not a large number.

    But it was the best the Korean government could accommodate.

    "There's a limit to what can be managed by the size of the land, population, and domestic economy."

    Currently, Biharin refugees dispersed across various locations receive support from two primary groups.

    'The Player Association and the governments of the nations hosting the refugees.'

    The Association provides subsidies, and each country's government uses those subsidies to support the refugees' settlement.

    Naturally, those subsidies come from loot obtained in Bihar.

    There have been countries that increased the number of refugees they accepted to receive more of those subsidies.

    However, Korea lacks experience in hosting refugees and has insufficient administrative procedures and legal frameworks related to it.

    Moreover, with a high population density relative to its land size, there's no urgent need for external forces.

    Thus, they chose to forego a significant portion of the subsidies and accept fewer refugees to Korea.

    'As a result, we have this number of one million.'

    There are exactly 16 refugee camps established nationwide to accommodate them.

    They're assigned based on Seoul, Sejong City, seven metropolitan cities, and the eight provinces.

    You could view the highest administrative institution in each region as handling overall responsibility for this matter.

    'Seeing how swiftly this was processed, it seems our country's officials are perfectly capable.'

    If only they could manage other matters as promptly as this.

    The problem lies in the vertical culture where missteps from the top trickle down.

    'Luckily, this case is an exception.'

    The refugee migration issue received massive public attention.

    Thanks to this, high-ranking officials handled the task carefully and efficiently.

    'In comparison, things are progressing well here.'

    In countries like the United States, russia, and Canada, which have accepted tens of millions of people, there have been quite a few disturbances.

    But once the initial commotion subsides, things should settle down.

    Their existing population already exceeded a billion, so they have an economy capable of accommodating such numbers.

    While engaging in a series of questions and answers, we finally reached the guild building.

    Instantly, my face soured.

    Seeing the throng of reporters filling the space in front of the building was not a pleasant sight.

    Damned System.
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    The headquarters of the Palao Guild was located in Gangnam.

    During the week of nightmares, there were buildings that didn't sustain any damage, and I set up the guild office in one of those buildings.

    I was able to secure a spot right in the heart of Gangnam, where the land prices were exorbitant, thanks to my reputation.

    As soon as I contacted real estate agents to find a suitable location for the guild office, I received offers from all over.

    "They must have thought having the Palao Guild's headquarters in the building would be beneficial."

    Just like that, without paying a penny for rent, it had been slightly less than two months since I established the guild office in the heart of Gangnam.

    And today, the area in front of the building where the office was located was crowded with reporters.

    "Tsk."

    I had received reports of their arrival, but seeing them in person was unavoidably irksome.

    "Someone from the camp must have reported seeing me..."

    If it was known that I personally brought the Biharin, they would be desperate to find out who they were.

    "Annoying."

    Fortunately, due to the dark tinting, the interior of the vehicle was not visible from the outside.

    I just needed to avoid the crowd and enter the building to escape the unwanted attention.

    At that moment, security guards who had identified my vehicle began pushing the reporters aside to clear a path.

    "Mr. Kang Hyunwoo! We've heard that you visited the camp directly!"

    "Who are the people who moved with you?!"

    "Who did you recruit into the Palao Guild?!"

    "When do you plan to disclose their information?!"

    "Please roll down the window just once!"

    Ignoring all the noise coming from outside, I turned the steering wheel.

    The vehicle smoothly rounded the curve and entered the underground parking lot.

    Ahel, who was fixated on the rear, asked immediately afterward.

    "Are those the 'reporters'?"

    "Yes, they're quite troublesome."

    "Hmmm..."

    "Just to prevent any misunderstandings, not all reporters or press members come unannounced like that."

    Some respectable media outlets formally request interviews and coordinate schedules.

    Even at the scene where Holes appear, they wait outside the controlled area for players to exit.

    They prioritize writing articles based on official announcements from the guild rather than speculative reports.

    But as is the case everywhere, there is no perfect group.

    Small media outlets or outlets that produce tabloid content frequently resort to intrusive tactics.

    The reporters who caused a commotion at the gate entrance last time were precisely from such places.

    Looking at recent articles or videos, there's little difference near Holes either.

    Seeing secretly filmed videos and photos circulating from prohibited areas, it's evident.

    "It's not like we can't prevent them from shadowing us in daily spaces."

    In dangerous areas where battles might occur, allowing such behavior to continue is out of the question.

    "For those who don't listen, there's no choice but to deal with them through other means."

    Just in time, Squad Leader Yang Jochul had given me some good news.

    So, this issue would likely be resolved soon.

    I parked the car while anticipating the day, which was not far away.

    "Let's get out."

    "Is this K's mansion?"

    Ahel, who unbuckled his seatbelt first and followed me out, asked another question.

    "First of all, I don't have a mansion, and this place isn't my home; it's my workplace. Players are considered special conscripts for military service globally."

    "Should I interpret that as military?"

    "It's more accurate to view it as a private military company rather than a state-sponsored military. If I was to compare, it functions similarly to a mercenary group."

    If there was a government that tried to enforce military obedience on players just because they became players, even without questioning.

    'Just the thought is terrifying.'

    They would have to risk a coup by players.

    Naturally, the winner of that coup would be the players.

    "Is it because of the ideology of freedom?"

    "Well learned."

    "Thank you for the compliment. But there are parts I don't understand. If the guild is a militant group like a mercenary group, how is it operated?"

    A mercenary group essentially provides force to other groups in exchange for money.

    "And that money is used to pay the members."

    Ahel's question isn't a simplistic inquiry into how guilds, clans, or associations pay their members.

    "Where does the guild get its money? Does it come from the royal family, or rather, the government? As a payment for supplying force? How long do you think the government can afford that money? The tax system of Earth's nations is limited too, right?"

    He's asking how a guild, as an entity, sustains itself.

    If it relied on the government, it would become unstable the moment the support falters.

    Believing that closing Holes or slaying monsters can't be profitable is what prompts such a question.

    I decided to inform him that the premise of his question was incorrect.

    "Players and related groups fundamentally have three ways to secure funding."

    The first is through the loot collected from Bihar.

    Apart from simple treasures, relics, magic tools, and spirit stones found in the field can be converted into cash through the Guardian's auction marketplace.

    The Player Association manages this industry, and since the opening of the auction, the scale of transactions has been increasing two to three times monthly.

    "The second is the payment received from the state every time a Hole is closed."

    Of course, it would be petty cash to consider as the main source of income. Some countries don't provide it due to budget issues.

    "Korea provides it."

    The implications were varied, but only one was noteworthy.

    "Government budgets, made up of citizens' taxes, are used for the survival of the state."

    So receiving money for closing Holes acknowledges that the act of risking one's life to close Holes is essential for the state's survival.

    Similarly, if a player dies, a subsidy is provided.

    Both the association and the government share the costs and provide it to the bereaved families, as I understand.

    "But private military enterprises like guilds and clans have a different way of earning money."

    Thanks to Earth's capitalism, which also shone through in this absurd alien invasion war.

    Dozens of major corporations had established industries to utilize monster carcasses within a few months.

    "New Safety Industry."

    It was an industry that created items capable of providing safety using monster hides and bones.

    Vehicles, windows, clothes, bags, and various products such as camps and sleeping bags for emergency use were all included.

    With the rapid growth of the new industry, monster carcasses were being traded more frequently, and a market for them was forming, with higher prices given for high-tier evolved species carcasses.

    As long as this war does not end, businesses using carcasses cannot decline.

    The market's consumers are spread across the entire globe.

    When it comes to life-and-death issues, who would hesitate?

    As such, leading companies worldwide are pouring investment into the industry.

    Thanks to that, aside from the loot recovered from Biharin, there is a definite source of income.

    Guilds can be operated more systematically and efficiently like corporations.

    "Do you mean using monster carcasses? But to those who cannot handle mana, everything related to black blood would be poisonous."

    As Jordan mentioned, to those who cannot handle mana, black blood or monster carcasses are indeed poisonous.

    That's why Biharin couldn't utilize monster carcasses.

    Only entities like priests or mages could solve such problems.

    But, assigning manpower was neither easy due to vested interests nor practically feasible.

    Yet, this was Earth, not Biharin.

    A world lined with automated factories stemming from the industrial revolution.

    "If a way is found to neutralize that poison, that's the solution."

    Utilizing the medical knowledge and scientific advancements humanity accumulated through countless sacrifices made it possible.

    "It's been more than a year since Earth's governments recognized the existence of monsters."

    Enough time had passed for results to emerge.

    Production from factories just needed to happen once items with toxins neutralized were ready.

    "They'd need to replace factory equipment due to the toughness of the materials."

    First and second-generation products were already on the market.

    As I explained, the elevator arrived. I shared some general information about the guild while the elevator ascended.

    "The Palao Guild occupies the 12th and 13th floors of this building, totaling about 27H. Around 80 people work internally."

    "It's not as many as I thought..."

    "Not many people are needed for electronic processing."

    Currently, over 95% of the guild's members are players.

    They spend more time out in the fields where Holes appear than in the office.

    Players visiting the guild headquarters are relatively rare.

    Thus, the types of jobs requiring office use were limited and spread around the world.

    This is why the headquarters of a large guild with more than 1.7 million members could function with just a two-floor office.

    Jordan nodded, appearing to understand as if he was connecting the dots.

    "Is the program I am supposed to learn used here?"

    "Yes, you'll soon meet your instructor... or rather, your superior. They'll teach you."

    Shortly after the conversation wrapped up, the elevator reached its destination.

    As I entered the corridor, I instantly declared an area of effect.

    A few players had visited, so corrupted mana lingered on the 12th floor.

    I purified them and proceeded to my private office.

    Afterward, I seated the three on a sofa and prepared a pen for them.

    "It seems like I've provided all the necessary information on our way here. Please sign here, and provide your fingerprint there."

    As if signaling them to finalize any remaining decisions, Ahel and Jordan immediately picked up their pens.

    Soon after, I received the contract bearing both their names and fingerprints.

    During that time, Rashar merely stared at the document instead of picking up the pen.

    It must have been an unexpected development for Ahel and Jordan who were bewildered, turning their eyes on Rashar.

    In that silence, Rashar asked her first question.

    "... It states here that as a member of the guild, one is recruited for battles to protect Korea, earth, and humanity."

    "That's correct."

    "Am I getting paid for that?"

    Her tone was inherently negative.

    Yet I couldn't lie, so I nodded honestly.

    "You learned the basic social systems of Korea, didn't you?"

    "Democracy, right?"

    "And capitalism too."

    "I... learned."

    "Rewards align with one's capabilities here. Isn't it the same in Bihar where skilled knights earn higher salaries? No difference here."

    Though the explanation concluded, Rashar gave no rebuttal nor response.

    "You... seemed concerned about other refugees. If it's because of that, signing might be preferable. Your annual salary could help quite a few."

    Adding one more suggestion without waiting patiently for a reply was proof of my anxiety.

    Honestly, since reuniting with Rashar, every moment made me anxious.

    She hadn't welcomed me back at all.

    'To rebuild our relationship, we need to see each other often.'

    For that, it would be best if she were in the same guild, under my influence.

    Yet it seemed the first step of the plan would be disrupted, so my anxiety only deepened.

    In the end, I couldn't wait any longer, and spoke again.

    "If you're worried about the perception of Biharin, by making significant contributions here and protecting Earth, you can improve that view. Everyone will develop a favorable perception because of what you achieve."

    Though it was anxious words, they weren't merely pleasant-sounding lies.
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    The public trembled in anxiety as threats to life became commonplace.

    That was why they idolized players who promised them safety and security.

    Even those from Bihar could receive such admiration.

    Some among them possessed prowess rivaling that of players.

    Thus, Rashar couldn't help but accept these conditions.

    "The guild name is Palao, and I received reports that the joining of Greg and other affiliates went smoothly."

    Thanks to the time difference, some countries had already seen the first round of camp trainees emerge before Korea.

    As a result, most of the Palao guild affiliates stationed overseas had already completed their employment contracts.

    'With everyone around here, the chance of Rashar moving to another guild is nearly non-existent.'

    While I reassured myself, my mouth grew dry.

    After waiting merely a few minutes, Rashar picked up a pen and inscribed her name.

    After stamping her signature and handing over the contract, she added a word.

    "I'll work hard to ensure your investment was worthwhile."

    I had to grit my teeth to keep my grip from loosening.

    It was a statement that pinched at words I had uttered in the past.

    - I will repay what I have been supported with. I've been practically living in the corrupted area, and it will likely continue, so this much should suffice.

    I vividly remembered the moment when I had denounced all my kindness and sincerity as calculative compensation.

    If I had known this day would come, I wouldn't have said those words.

    If asked whether I regretted it, yes, I did.

    But no amount of regret could turn back time.

    Moreover, I didn't have the luxury to indulge in momentary feelings now.

    "Let's get moving."

    Swallowing a sigh, I rose from my seat and called the guild members through the company intercom.

    Three of them were tasked to guide each department and their roles.

    I had shown my sincerity until the recruitment, but I didn't have the time to stick with them.

    "They will provide the detailed explanations. I'll see you again later."

    With those parting words, I swiftly exited the office.

    After handing the three contracts over to the HR team, I arrived at the employee break room.

    Finding Gilenios, surrounded by female staff and sipping on cola, was quick.

    As soon as he spotted me, he gulped down the remaining cola.

    "Got to go, the boss is here. Bye."

    With his awkward Korean, he bid farewell to the staff without hesitation.

    I approached him and spoke concisely.

    "Let's go?

    To Washington, where the Player Association headquarters is located.

    * * *

    A skyscraper in Washington, DC was enveloped in dazzling night scenery.

    In a shadowed room at odds with the brilliance, an unknown figure stirred.

    It was Hasan, a member of the Alpha Growth Support Team of the association's headquarters.

    Originally, he should have been under the strict protection of the association.

    But due to an incident that occurred about three hours ago, he became an isolation and surveillance target.

    He struggled to sit up from his prone position on the floor.

    Despite the minor movement, Hasan had to catch his breath heavily.

    All his limbs had been broken when he woke.

    Even his tendons had been meticulously severed.

    A precautionary measure to prevent escape, even if he regained consciousness.

    "No equipment, and they've attached restraints as well."

    Realizing the operation had completely failed made Hasan gnash his teeth.

    "Damned......"

    The plan itself wasn't bad, in fact, it was quite excellent.

    Yet, everything ended in failure because of that damned French guy.

    "Now that the operation has failed, the surveillance and protection level will surely increase when accumulating purification proficiency."

    The Alpha growth support team usually had a schedule to conduct purification by assembling players affiliated with the association to enhance the purification traits of each Alpha.

    The plan of creating a flare of a Hole that rapidly erupts without a respite during that time, at that location and causing chaos.

    He was bewildered when told of a plan to take advantage of the chaos and eliminate the other two alphas.

    It was akin to saying they could control the randomly occurring Holes.

    But once the initial bewilderment subsided, his thoughts changed.

    If truly possible, the plan itself wasn't bad.

    Thus, he was only waiting for the perfect timing to poison the combat personnel of the team to increase the plan's success rate.

    "I explained that it's made with my mana, so the effects are certain."

    The half-witted French guy got impatient and proceeded without waiting for that brief moment.

    As seen, the result was a complete derailment and failure of the plan.

    "I should've backed off instead of joining when the Hole erupted."

    When the unexpectedly generated Hole turned pitch black in an instant and monsters poured out.

    If he hadn't attacked the other two alphas and remained still, he could have at least claimed innocence in the incident.

    The more he thought about the past, the angrier he got.

    Of all things, he was most infuriated by the unilateral decision to trigger the Hole without his consent by that French guy.

    "Lousy bastard, didn't care if I perished, right?"

    Otherwise, there was no reason to trigger the Hole without reaching an agreement.

    Just as Hasan contained his seething anger, footsteps approached.

    They were ordinary footsteps to be heard anywhere.

    Yet suddenly he felt a chill down his spine.

    The instincts of a player, evolved to be far more sensitive than a human, intuitively noticed the presence of a higher predator.

    The moment the footsteps halted at the door, Hasan swallowed involuntarily.

    An eerie silence ensued.

    Gone were the myriad sounds of people passing through the player association's headquarters.

    Only then did he realize mana surrounded the area.

    "Barrier."

    The oppressive presence of the footsteps had masked the movement of mana.

    The small room he occupied seemed completely cut off from the external environment, along with part of the corridor outside.

    "The work of Persona, surely."

    As Hasan gauged the situation, the door opened.

    The person revealed had black hair and brown eyes, an Asian.

    An individual known by the whole world, a face prominent everywhere.

    "...... K."

    Responding to the whispered call, K entered the room and closed the door.

    With neatly composed steps, K halted in front of Hasan, who barely managed to sit up, and spoke.

    "Don't worry too much."

    His tone was gentle, like comforting a fearful child.

    "The association doesn't recognize player killings, except in exceptional cases."

    Why relay a simple message so twistedly: that he wouldn't kill?

    Perhaps, the true intent behind K's words lay elsewhere.

    "Therefore, while I will not kill."

    Instead, without crossing that line, any action was permissible.

    The realization of K's actual intent stirred a tremble in Hasan.

    "So then."

    Thwack!

    "Guhh!"

    With a single kick from the platinum-rank, Hasan's body, affiliated with the Gold-rank, doubled over.

    The searing pain tore his back and twisted his innards, rendering him speechless.

    Before the excruciating pain could subside, K spoke while lifting Hasan by his hair.

    "To go by the book, let's start with interrogation. What should I ask...?"

    His voice remained calm, unbelievably so, for someone wielding violence.

    Meaning this situation didn't stir any emotions within him.

    It was expected. Players were inherently skilled in bloodshed and slaughter.

    Among them, K was called the strongest, it was natural for such violence to hold no special significance.

    Hasan wasn't foolish enough to ignore this fact.

    So, considering his safety, he didn't need to deliberate on what choice to make.

    Hasan intended to confess the entire incident's details and reveal who plotted it.

    "Pa, pavi......"

    Thud!

    However, just as Hasan opened his mouth, K's kick connected.

    "Did you think I came here without knowing?"

    Why would one hold back right when someone finally arrived, spoiling the surprise?

    "Even as I was coming, I thought deeply that solving this wouldn't be a short ordeal."

    "Hold, on! I'll tell you everything... Ugh!"

    "To make your wits to my liking, it seems we need an immensely profound and extensive interrogation."

    "Aaah!"

    "So, we can't be hasty."

    No matter his intention to talk, his will was meaningless before the agony inflicted by the violence.

    "Let's take it slow, deliberately."

    He will start talking properly not now, but when K permits it.

    * * *

    I hadn't planned to kill the guy named Hasan.

    Personnel capable of purifying pathogens must be secured through any means necessary.

    Association rules that prohibited player killings also supported this.

    'But leaving him unchecked is out of the question, so I must educate him to my liking.'

    Fortunately, all conditions for that education were met.

    Strictly speaking, this was a wait fulfilled as such.

    I left him unattended initially, knowing full well this mess was likely.

    'While the other alphas paired with him might be endangered.'

    With the trust I held in Yang Taeho, whom I personally trained, I didn't worry much.

    In reality, Yang Taeho effectively created a shield for those who needed protection.

    'Thanks to that, we have clear justification; it's a boon for us.'

    Officially, the association commissioned me to investigate the mastermind behind this attack.

    There was opposition questioning why this task fell to me.

    Yet, the news quieted down, once Lily stepped in front of the camera to announce it.

    - K possesses a special trait allowing connection to other spaces. Thus, we relied on his assistance in the evacuation process of Biharin refugees.

    A bit ambiguous as truth, but also not entirely incorrect.

    I know why gates are created and who governs them.

    Additionally, I have the means and authority to use the gate without their consent.

    - He's currently utilizing this trait to investigate Holes occurring worldwide. Hence, we sought his insights on the matter.

    Again, not wrong when examining the facts I possess.

    I knew well why Holes surfaced.

    'But I have no way to explain about Karklein.'

    The existence of not many beings possessing the status to recognize him.

    "Ugh, urgh......"

    While contemplating the prevailing circumstances, Hasan began to make strange noises.

    Unfazed, I calmly opened the potion cap.

    I fed it to the poor guy, choking on his breath.

    I intentionally didn't mend the bones. Breaking and resetting them later would be more effective in shattering his spirit.

    'Wonder how much more this will take.'

    This bastard must oversee purification on important fronts.

    He must be completely neutralized, rendered incapable of any improper thought.

    Like a puppet that only follows my orders.

    'Better to apply more pressure for now.'

    Considering his eagerness to confess forming a partnership with Fabian, he seemed overly fixated on immediate gains or escaping crises.

    With no beliefs or loyalty, continued harsh violence should yield results.

    Thinking so, as I extended my hand toward the recovering Hasan.

    "Pl-please, enoug... I'll do as you say, just, please, spare..."

    A plea accompanied by tears reached me.

    His pronunciation wasn't perfect due to the missing teeth, but understandable.

    I stood still, looking silently at Hasan clutching my ankle and pleading.

    It wasn't because pity took root or that assaulting became burdensome.

    Merely, a system window floated above Hasan, face down on his own blood trail.

    With an unexpected message.

    「The necessary condition is met, activating hierarchy program.」

    「A submissive Alpha has appeared, pledging obedience to you. Do you wish to register this Alpha under your command? (Y/N)」
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    "Essential condition, huh..."

    The same message had appeared last time when the VIP shop opened.

    Judging from that, it seemed there were functions that were only accessible when specific situations or conditions were met.

    'This time, it's the ranking program that's the target.'

    Without any hesitation, I pressed the 'Yes' button.

    Then, a very satisfactory result unfurled before my eyes.

    「Lesser Alpha (Hasan Mahdi Mussolini) has been registered.」

    「You can check the details of the Alpha under the Ranking icon.」

    Along with the system message, a new icon appeared on the left side of my vision, looking exactly like the Alpha symbol.

    When I clicked on it, Hasan's name and information, registered as a lesser Alpha, appeared.

    It was like an upgraded version of the Bounty Hunter icon, so to speak.

    It showed his status window, his current location, and whether he was undergoing purification or not.

    Furthermore, a very impressive button was prominently displayed next to Hasan's name.

    ［Forced Obedience］

    Even without pressing it, I could guess its use, but I pressed it anyway.

    "Whuaaah!"

    "Oh."

    As expected, Hasan, who had been watching cautiously, began to struggle.

    It seemed I could use the effect of the constraining magic tool through the system.

    If anything, it was more convenient and confident than controlling someone with a constraining magic tool.

    'It doesn't even require mana, and it can be done remotely.'

    An unexpected boon, and I was extremely pleased with it.

    I nodded with satisfaction.

    Then, I began to skim through Hasan's status window.

    His level of Purification was 4, with a proficiency of 22.25%.

    He was at a stage where he could purify another's pathogen.

    Once he reached Level 5, remote purification would become possible.

    So, there was no reason to hesitate or waste any more time.

    "What you have to do from now on is simple."

    It involved following the association's orders to purify pathogens wherever required without fail.

    Beyond that, nothing else was permitted to him.

    Since he was kept alive solely for purification, accumulating battle experience or increasing mana was an unnecessary option.

    "If you attempt to go hunting to advance further or if you disobey the association's orders, I'll come back."

    I have plenty of people to be my eyes and ears, and his location is reported to me in real-time.

    After explaining kindly, I could see Hasan's body, lying on the floor, tremble.

    "And you idiot, everyone who needs to know already knows you've sided with Fabian."

    The fact that he tried to talk about it as if it was something grand was incredibly foolish.

    "In this situation, would Fabian try to save you or would he try to silence you?"

    "......"

    "I trust you're not stupid enough not to understand? Conduct yourself properly."

    If you cause trouble that makes me return, I'll leave just your torso intact.

    Having left my threats and warnings, I turned away.

    Leaving the place where Hasan had been confined, I walked down the corridor for a brief moment.

    Just as I exited the barrier, Persona came to meet me.

    "Should I call the medical team?"

    "I fed him a potion just before, so let's leave him and later spread the word about the attackers."

    It would make him realize his position more acutely.

    Fabian had already made a move to eliminate Hasan.

    Of course, his plans had been discovered and all involved were arrested beforehand.

    'They were all labeled as targets for extermination by the association.'

    People who had attacked civilians, committed crimes using player abilities, or murdered players.

    He used players who had nowhere else to retreat to.

    I didn't know whether he threatened or made a deal with them.

    'Maybe he even promised immunity with his authority.'

    Whatever the reason, Fabian had clearly attempted to mobilize them to get rid of Hasan.

    'According to Taeho hyung, there was something strange during the attack.'

    Perhaps Fabian wished for Hasan to die at the scene of the attack.

    Considering the circumstances, it wasn't an unreasonable speculation.

    As I contemplated, I extended a hand to Persona who was dismantling the barrier.

    "Let's make a call to Lily."

    Persona lent me a mobile phone without a word.

    Using Gilenios' abilities, I had made an illegal entry into America, without following formal procedures.

    There was no need to leave evidence of this illegal entry through my own smartphone.

    After a short ring, Lily answered the call, and I conveyed my message.

    "He will listen well from now on. Focus on raising his Purification Trait to Level 5, and contact me if he shows any signs of disobedience."

    「Thank you, K. I am always indebted to you.」

    "Well, so am I."

    「What about Fabian's side? What do you intend to do with them?」

    "That's what I wanted to discuss."

    「Please tell me.」

    After much deliberation, I shared my conclusion.

    "For the time being, let's watch them a little longer."

    「... May I ask why?」

    As I sought an appropriate analogy, I said,

    "Have you ever popped a pimple?"

    「Pardon?」

    Improperly touching an immature pimple can leave scars and cause the wound to run deep.

    "That's why we're waiting. It doesn't seem ripe yet."

    Anyone interested in the internal political dynamics of the association would be aware of the subtle power struggle between Fabian and Lily.

    Everyone knew that the player recently added to the Alpha team was supported by Fabian.

    Therefore, those who were behind this incident were evident without an investigation.

    'The only problem is the lack of explicit evidence.'

    There is no evidence linking Fabian with those using the Hole willy-nilly.

    This lack of evidence meant that directly charging him would be futile.

    Even if we interrogated him, he could simply claim Hasan acted alone, and we'd have no grounds to dispute it.

    But that doesn't mean Fabian was innocent.

    By now, I had a fairly good understanding of the Hole.

    That understanding allowed me to have a surer conviction beyond just suspicion.

    'That bastard has sided with the traitors.'

    Therefore, everything made sense if Fabian hoped Hasan would be dragged down alongside the attackers at the assault location.

    From the enemy's perspective, Alpha was a pesky entity that should be eliminated.

    Alphas were supposed to collapse from fatigue or failure of timer management after being infected with Kerak and receiving a terminal diagnosis, but they were instead revitalized and returned to the frontlines.

    Thanks to various circumstantial evidence, I was already certain of Fabian's betrayal.

    Yet, instead of taking immediate action against him, I suggested leaving him be for a reason.

    "There will be many involved. We should wait until it's well-ripened and then remove as many of them as we can in one go."

    「... Understood.」

    Leaving the root, not just the little tendrils, would only lead to a repetition of the same events.

    To prevent such occurrences, we must eradicate the faction entirely.

    Just like when I swept away the Chinese human traffickers' base cleanly in the past.

    "By the way, Taeho hyung, I assume, will return home."

    「Yes, I'll arrange for a flight and see him off.」

    "See you next time then."

    「Take care.」

    After ending the call with Lily, I returned Persona's smartphone and turned away.

    Then, heading towards the emergency exit where there weren't any CCTVs, I called out.

    "Gilenios."

    As if wedging into the space, he suddenly appeared and gripped my shoulder.

    We then entered the gap.

    On the way to the next destination, the Philippines, I mulled over my thoughts.

    Not all problems had been resolved immediately.

    'Still, it was worth waiting for that bastard to make a move.'

    At first, it was only to have an excuse to tame someone with a record.

    But the result of that patience ended up catching a far bigger fish than expected.

    The existence of a traitor wasn't all that shocking.

    I'd already encountered Zhang Tianyu.

    'It must have spread everywhere like an accursed disease over time.'

    Though aware of their existence, I hadn't intervened because I had no method to catch every one of them.

    I had no way of knowing how and where they spread, so how could I apprehend them all at once?

    Hence, the unexpected tail of the traitors emerging through Hasan was a welcome sight.

    'Struggle all you want. In the end, you'll face me.'

    Now that they had caught my attention, they wouldn't meet a pleasant end.

    Their reasons or intentions for siding with the enemies weren't my concern.

    I had no interest in their circumstances or goals.

    It was merely because they obstructed my path that I intended to remove them.

    Hence, no mercy would be extended to them.

    When the time came, I wouldn't hesitate to stain my hands with their blood again to uproot them.

    As I solidified my resolve, Gilenios held on to me, pulling us out of the gap.

    "We've arrived."

    We had reached our destination.

    "Standby."

    "Yes, yes."

    Looking around the crowded area near the Hole filled with police, men in suits, and many reporters with cameras, I sighed.

    'Media control doesn't seem to do too well here either.'

    If there even existed a country where it did.

    I clicked my tongue inwardly as I pulled out Giolan's Invisibility cloak from my subspace pocket.

    Draping it over myself, I approached the Hole.

    'The corrupted area is rated 5-star.'

    Chances of a general-rank appearance were low, categorizing it as mid-to-low difficulty.

    Thus, the necessary closure time was relatively short in a typical situation.

    However, this time, the duration until closure was exceptionably long, naturally drawing many eyes.

    Especially considering the players who entered to close this Hole belonged to the Palao Guild.

    Outside of the Association and the European Alliance Guilds, Palao had the third-largest membership.

    Hence, many voices pointed out the excessive concentration of power.

    Given my position as the Guildmaster, it was expected that I'd draw attention.

    If I made an appearance in this situation, it would be troublesome.

    I maneuvered through the crowd and entered the Hole.

    Nearby, I spotted a group of players gathering.

    Approaching them, I took off the cloak.

    "Who...?!"

    As soon as my presence was revealed, the person who spotted me locked eyes with me and froze.

    "K, K..."

    "No way, it's really K."

    "How did you get here?"

    "Should we greet first?"

    Whispers echoed.

    Surprised by my sudden appearance, they exchanged glances and awkwardly extended their greetings.

    Amidst that, the froze guy regained his composure and saluted immediately.

    "Guildmaster, sir! I am Toma Armand, party chief of the 7th Squad under the Philippines branch! It's an immense honor to meet you!"

    His greeting was overly enthusiastic and deferential.

    Momentarily, I unconsciously observed the other's responses.

    Trying to gather information on why someone I'd never met acted this way through the responses of others.

    Through this, I concluded that such a reaction from this player named Toma wasn't that outlandish.

    "Gosh, almost blew my eardrum."

    "Our party leader hasn't changed..."

    "Let's not interfere. It's a dream come true moment for our party leader."

    From what I gathered, this Toma seemed to harbor quite favorable opinions of me.

    As the party leader, it seemed excessive.

    'When had he ever met me?'

    It felt odd and uncomfortable.

    But I wasn't intending to bring that up.

    I was here to check what I needed.

    "I've respected you for a long time!"

    "Yes, thank you."

    Hence, I terminated Toma's excessive greeting with a formal reply.

    And then quickly moved on, before he could pile on more words, presenting my purpose first.
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    Chapter 308. Spotlight (10)

    "Since they couldn't see me from the outside, let's keep our meeting secret today. Did you really discover something, given that the hole hasn't been sealed?"

    While in the US, I kept my phone completely off to avoid any accidental records of Wi-Fi connections or such.

    Hence, I hadn't received any additional reports.

    "Yes, that's correct!"

    Fortunately, I managed to supplement this lack of information through Toma.

    His party had completed their investigation about an hour ago.

    Thanks to their efforts, we confirmed that this place was located near the Begol Mountains in the southernmost part of the already demolished Angrimart Empire, situated in the northern continent.

    They also discovered an abandoned spirit stone mine inside the mountains.

    The implication of this finding was simple.

    Rather than sealing this place off, we needed to endure and continue mining spirit stones.

    This was bound to cause multiple frictions.

    "The branch manager is having talks with the government! The official statement from the Palao Guild insists that the hole is essential for enhancing player strength and should be maintained! However, no information about the mine found inside the hole has been released! If you have any further questions, please feel free to ask! I will answer them earnestly!"

    Once Toma's booming speech finished, the area fell silent.

    During his rapid-fire speech, not a single word was stuttered or slurred.

    'Choi Seongwu would surely throw a fit of jealousy if he saw this.'

    The player's diction was indeed perfect.

    I thought about the player's stats that I unexpectedly realized once again while trying to reply as nonchalantly as possible.

    "... You've handled this smoothly. You all must have been busy with the purification and investigations, but thanks for taking care of external matters."

    "I'm honored to contribute to the guild!"

    "And where is the location of the mine..."

    "I'll guide you!"

    "For now, your voice... It's audible even at a regular volume."

    His tone was overwhelming to hear with normal ears, so I added that remark.

    Toma immediately lowered his voice and responded amiably.

    "Yes, understood."

    I couldn't comprehend why every reaction of his was so extreme.

    I shook my head, following Toma toward the location of the mine.

    "Although there were no messeos near the mine, several general-rank beings were stationed there, so we eliminated them."

    Upon arriving at the destination while listening to additional explanations, I sensed a tingling mana at my feet.

    Since reaching the Mana Domination stage, whenever spirit stones were nearby, I could feel this inexplicable mana that hadn't taken on a specific attribute yet—a raw, attribute-less mana.

    'The deposits... are substantial.'

    It would be enough to strengthen players with attribute mana and also serve as materials for the magic tools made by the dwarf race.

    This might be due to them being left unmined for so long.

    'I didn't expect to be so fortunate.'

    Thinking about the magnitude of mana I was sensing beneath me, I couldn't help but chuckle.

    Just what were the odds that the hole assigned for purification by the Palao Guild was near the Begol Mountains, close to a spirit stone mine once lost to enemies in the past?

    'I did send a notice to each branch about areas like the Begol Mountains known for high-value loot.'

    I never thought they'd actually discover one.

    How coincidental this was.

    'No.'

    Was this really just a coincidence?

    I questioned myself, glancing back at Toma who was standing a step behind me.

    I concluded that the situation wasn't mere coincidence.

    It was the result of deliberate effort.

    The result of Toma's excessive dedication to me, attentively memorizing the notice I sent, and meticulously surveying the surroundings every time he entered a hole.

    Otherwise, he wouldn't have recalled the Begol Mountains the moment he entered the hole.

    Even if suspicion arose, that wouldn't have immediately been reported to the Korean headquarters.

    Once I realized it, I couldn't help but ask.

    "... Why are you doing this for me?"

    "Pardon?"

    "You, aren't we meeting for the first time? Why are you trying so hard to impress me?"

    It seemed Toma was startled by the unexpected question, evident by his flustered expression.

    But only for a moment. He soon set aside his surprise and answered with a booming voice.

    "Because the Guildmaster saved my life!"

    "... Did I?"

    "Yes, absolutely!"

    The story that followed was simple to summarize.

    Having been a first-generation player, he was terrified of death, unable to challenge missions.

    However, he found no way to escape the Damned System's requirement of completing at least one mission every ten days.

    As he trembled with fear and faced the enforced missions, he said my posted guides were immensely helpful.

    "Without the advice and information provided by the Guildmaster, I wouldn't be here today!"

    Apparently, it wasn't just him. There were numerous other players who survived thanks to the information I shared.

    They occasionally gathered to socialize when Bihar was still intact.

    "........"

    To be honest, I hadn't posted the guides with the intent of saving those people.

    I aimed to increase the players' power and numbers and to boost my Reputation to receive discounts at the shop instead.

    Posting those guides was indeed beneficial.

    The players' death rate drastically decreased, growth rates accelerated, and the shop's discount rate for me had surpassed 50%.

    Thanks to this, I could use potions at exceptionally favorable prices compared to others.

    In such a manner, the Damned System's guides were posted for myself and for my objectives.

    Therefore, I shouldn't have felt any significant sentiment upon hearing words of gratitude at an unexpected moment.

    Yet, standing before Toma, who claimed to owe his life to my guides, brought a swirl of emotions.

    A bit of pride? Maybe some embarrassment too?

    Watching Toma silently, I turned my head amidst the tinge of awkwardness I felt.

    'I should perhaps provide him some incentive.'

    Efforts should indeed be rewarded.

    "Do you have an attribute?"

    "Yes, it's desert."

    Based on earth with a fire element added, it was an attribute with a decent balance of offense and defense.

    Thus, it was certain that the rewards I would give would benefit him.

    "As a reward for the discovery, your party will receive a percentage share of the mined amount."

    "Yes...?"

    "As for the distribution among yourselves, sort it out within the party."

    Toma, his eyes nearly doubling in size, spoke again with a booming voice.

    "Thank you! I will strive to be a more developed player!"

    "... Quietly, please, speak quietly."

    "I will be careful. I'm sorry."

    Despite becoming a whispering voice due to my pointed remark, I fell into thought while watching Toma, who looked slightly dejected.

    'This is indeed a significant opportunity.'

    The spirit stones extracted from here would become another source of income for the guild and also increase our influence.

    With this, the ship I'm aboard will sail faster, propelled by the wind.

    'However, I should take out some insurance just in case.'

    The world I have lived in was not a paradise repeating only good events.

    Surely, adversity capable of offsetting today's boon will eventually surface.

    'Flourishing leads to ruin, thriving leads to decline.'

    There's a saying about the rise and fall that wasn't coined without reason.

    Perhaps it's also a rule of causality striving to maintain the flow and balance of the world.

    Hence, I decided to prepare for the impending adversity following the current boon.

    There is a fitting way to serve as insurance.

    'Bring other large guilds in, besides the Palao Guild.'

    Feasting alone is poison, but sharing it with many turns it into medicine.

    By stationing several escort ships around the primary vessel I am aboard, the adverse moment of ruin and decline would inflict reduced damage.

    After concluding my contemplation, I spoke to Toma.

    "Soon, we'll move messeo to the mine and establish a security force centered around this point."

    Considering the evolved species were eliminated, monsters would swarm around messeo again.

    Arrangements for a security force should be made in advance.

    Setting the mining point as the line of defense should suffice.

    "One more thing, ensure that individuals not permitted by the guild do not approach during this period."

    "Yes, I will also rigorously ensure the party maintains confidentiality, preventing any concerns you may have."

    After hearing Toma's satisfactory answer, I met with the branch manager of the Philippine division, who had entered the corrupted area, to discuss future plans.

    "Spreading the news will prompt large guilds to send personnel right away. Then..."

    Several notes of caution, procedures, and follow-up actions were discussed.

    After continuous discourse, the branch manager inquired again.

    "Are you really registering everything at the Guardian Auction except for the share given to Toma's Squad 7? Guildmaster, are you..."

    "I'm good. From now on, what's crucial is nurturing Bronze-ranked players with attributes. Once they become Silver-rank and eventually Gold-rank, our overall strength will be remarkably enhanced."

    "Ah..."

    "Thus, set stringent conditions for auction participants based on the grade of the extracted spirit stones. Lower rank spirit stones should not be swept up by existing Silver and Bronze ranks."

    "You truly are..."

    The branch manager's eyes became inexplicably bright.

    All I intended was to distribute the discovered stones to the market and secure funds since I had my own share elsewhere.

    'He seems to have some strange misconception, but there's no need to correct it.'

    After all, my decision would indeed aid in boosting Earth's power.

    That, too, aligns with the right choice for the greater good.

    If this misconception positively impacts my reputation, it could well be utilized.

    After wrapping up the work in the Philippines, I donned my cloak and exited the hole.

    "To the guild office."

    Once I rejoined with Gilenios, we returned to Korea.

    "We need to move one more time, so stay on standby."

    I then began scrolling through the contacts list on my smartphone.

    This was to select which guilds would partake in the spirit stone mine matter.

    'The Philippines is an island. Its geographical characteristics cannot be ignored.'

    The Guardian Guild's auction merely supports the computational procedure.

    The transportation of traded items, naturally, occurs offline, not online.

    Even if players directly transport the cargo, there always exists the risk of theft.

    Especially in an island setting requiring airplanes and ships, such risks amplify.

    With all these factors considered, it was beneficial to include the guilds in the receiving country for the transported cargo as well.

    Taking various peculiarities into account, I contacted a total of 3 guild masters.

    And within less than 5 minutes, I received affirmative replies from all of them.

    The meticulous details thereafter could be entrusted to my staff.

    Of course, for that to happen, at least a basic guideline should be established.

    'Let's swiftly draft a plan.'

    After opening a file with the planning template used in the company, I spent about 20 minutes crafting a concise yet precise plan.

    Following a thorough proofread for typos, I dispatched the plan via email.

    With that, the immediate tasks I needed to handle on Earth were concluded.

    I stood up from my seat and called out to Gilenios, who had been leaning against the room's wall.

    "To the entrance of Gate 1."

    "Yes, right away."

    Arriving through another rift at the entrance linked to the gate, I found myself recalling how it was the first entrance set up during the time of rescuing the refugees, the one I went through with Rashar and Ahel.

    Since enough time had elapsed, I planned to go pick up the last things I needed from Bihar.

    Approaching the entrance abandoned in the middle of the forest without any guard forces, I felt reassured because I had already changed the option to disable use, eliminating the need for guard personnel.

    "It'll take a while, so head back first. I'll call you when I return, so keep your phone with you."

    "As you command."

    The instant he replied, Gilenios's presence vanished.

    I then approached the entrance, placing my hand upon it. The tightly shut entrance responded to my will.

    Switching the entrance option back to active, I entered inside.

    It seemed like the Damned System had sensed my presence, appearing after days of absence.

    "Perfect timing."

    I had something to say to the Damned System anyway.

    "After this trip, let's close this."

    Damned System, which exuded a sharp aura while floating around me, instantly altered its mood upon hearing my words.

    Relaxed, like a well-fed cat lounging.

    It seemed my suggestion to close the gate was exceptionally pleasing.

    "Well then, allow some divinity inside and update the translation program, would you?"

    Albeit the mood sharpened again following my next words, I continued unabated.

    "After all, we need to tweak it to allow Bihar's people to cross the hole. Might as well update the translation while we're at it. This works and that doesn't, it's really inconvenient..."

    Seemingly reluctant to entertain my demand, the Damned System vanished before I even finished my words.

    I sighed deeply.

    'Why does it seem more like handling a brat?'

    Previously, it threw a fit just because things didn't go its way.

    'How is that any different from a child stomping his feet in frustration?'

    And what about turning the capitalist trait into a rascal?

    Pulling such childish acts makes me forget it's indeed a god at times.

    Shaking my head, I closed the entrance I had just entered and crossed the gate.
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    Chapter 309. Spoils of War (1)

    I had begun to arm myself as I passed through the all-white gate.

    By the time I had completed all the preparations, I arrived on the other side where numerous signs were planted.

    "Let's see......"

    As I passed the names of Chedaltman, Kimol, and other various fortresses, I stopped in front of a word unfamiliar to me.

    'Symporium.'

    It was a castle within the territory of the Atar Empire, the closest location to Gemal among the places where the entrance was currently set up.

    As soon as I opened the forbidden exit and stepped outside, there were those waiting to greet me.

    "Grrraaah!"

    These were monsters that had taken over the empty castle left behind by the fleeing refugees.

    The horde continued their advance, and as there was no one left in the fortress to resist, it was the obvious outcome.

    As I calmly conjured magic, fierce red flames surged.

    It was the Hellfire I hadn't used in a long while.

    The attribute mana, which had increased substantially since I first learned this magic, spread the flames wide.

    In an instant, the plaza of Symporium Castle, where I stood, was engulfed in flames and turned into hell.

    And in that hell, the monsters began to burn alive.

    "Kyaaah!"

    "Grah!"

    The survivors from that relentless blaze came rushing towards me, the uninvited guest.

    I too raised my spear and responded directly.

    Thud!

    With a single swipe of the spear, an Evolved Species with four stars on its head was sent flying.

    Crash!

    Its body smashed into a building, collapsing the bricks.

    Meanwhile, another monster lunged at me with its jaws wide open but got bisected vertically.

    Stepping on the falling entrails of a monster, I thrust my spear into the neck of another following closely behind the already dead one.

    Checking mechanically while swinging my spear, I found that the highest rank here was 5-star.

    'It seems like the higher-ranked ones headed east.'

    Since there were neither prisoners nor a resistance force here, it would be a waste to station the elite forces to defend an empty fortress.

    Thanks to the enemy's rational judgment, the battle wasn't prolonged.

    The ones with weak resistance had already burned away in the Hellfire I had created, and those who survived weren't numerous.

    Crackle, crackle.

    Behind me, the flames that covered the city flickered as I climbed atop the fortress wall, where a wide view unfolded before my eyes.

    I gazed at the empty, uninhabited world, but only briefly.

    Then I raised my head to observe the sky.

    'Strangely quiet.'

    After Agnotia, Temoria, and Senoa appeared and disappeared, the gods of Bihar had been silent.

    They hadn't shown themselves even when their followers were leaving in droves for Earth.

    Even now, when I had set foot in Bihar again, there was no response.

    Even the Damned System seemed unaware of the gods' circumstances.

    'Unsettling.'

    Still, it didn't mean I would keep a low profile and stay quiet.

    Even if they eventually tried to stop me, I wouldn't just let it happen.

    'Now then, from here to where Gemal is located......'

    It's to the northeast.

    From Symporium Castle, Gemal could be reached by riding a horse northeast for five days.

    However, it wasn't necessary to take that many days.

    'There must be a golden Barrier of Patience glowing not too far from here.'

    Kicking off the castle wall, I soared across the sky.

    How long had I flown? About half a day, I reached a vivid golden wall.

    'To enter, I'll first need to bring it down.'

    Since the Barrier of Patience itself was the authority of a god, naturally, divinity must be used.

    Given the disparity between Temoria and me, it wouldn't be easy.

    'Though I might not be able to completely destroy it, I should be able to distort part of it.'

    Once inside, there wouldn't be much to worry about.

    "Attack!"

    "Protect the priests!"

    "It's a surprise attack! Protect the priests!"

    I only needed to kill the priests of Temoria who had set up a field camp not far from here.

    The fact they were maintaining the wall here meant they were with the radical faction, so there was no hesitation needed.

    Adding up all the time it took to clear the group of priests closest to the wall, it wasn't more than 20 minutes.

    Most of that time was spent dealing with the holy knights protecting the priests.

    Once everything was done, instead of leaving right away, I looked around.

    "What is this now......"

    Not far from where the corpses lay, there were numerous unfinished magic circles.

    There lay the bodies of mages with their necks and wrists severed, sprawled on these circles.

    Their hollow eyes and chapped lips, dry hair, filthy nails stained with grime, and emaciated limbs.

    They were devoid of the arrogance typical of mages who live basked in superiority.

    Their number was eight.

    Lowering myself, I examined the unfinished state of the magic circles.

    'With this configuration...... are they barriers?'

    Judging by the arrangements unfamiliar to me, this might be newly established magic.

    I couldn't identify it clearly since among the runes composing the circles, many were unknown to me.

    Just in case, I sketched the form of the magic circle into my notebook.

    Then I examined the restraints that had severed the necks and wrists of the dead mages.

    Inside, as expected, a severing magic circle was engraved.

    It seemed like an altered version of existing restraints.

    'The blood is still warm.'

    It meant they had just died.

    From the context, it seemed the owner of the inscribed mana died, killing the one wearing the restraint as well.

    "...... Quite impressive individuals."

    The fact these mages wore the restraints implied they didn't betray the Demi-humans.

    It was safe to assume they chose loyalty over betrayal.

    Yet, despite the loyalty, they met a pitiable end.

    'I'm hardly in a position to criticize.'

    I too was on my way here, having done similar things to exploit Hasan.

    Thus, I couldn't deny it.

    The radical faction's modus operandi surely had a likeness to mine.

    Particularly in their ruthlessness and cold-heartedness for achieving their goals.

    'This is why I intended to leave the radicals here.'

    I could think like them.

    I, having been raised in a world where equality is the base philosophy, tend to balk at matters involving life or lean toward conservative choices.

    However, the radicals, having grown as the privileged in a world where the class system is a given, pursue their goals without any brakes.

    'That's perhaps why they can do things someone like Rashar couldn't even dream of.'

    In some sense, those in the radical faction could be seen as my peers.

    'Only our objectives are distinctly different.'

    When I reached that point in my thinking, I felt the need to change the plan.

    Originally, I had intended to leave those remaining here and simply handle my own matters before departing.

    'That might simply lead to more people siding with the traitors.'

    It seemed better to clean it up here and now rather than to increase future foes.

    If innocent blood was needed for that.

    'I must bear it.'

    I was not someone who could merely let innocent deaths go unheeded.

    Within my power, I had the humanity to rescue them as much as possible.

    Yet, if necessary, I had the coldness to abandon others if it was needed.

    Achieving the goal was more vital to me than the righteousness of the means.

    Therefore, I averted my gaze from the corpses and slowly rose.

    And to control my trembling insides, I recited to myself.

    'I never had the option of conducting a full-scale rescue operation, to begin with.'

    This time I hadn't informed the association of my actions and crossed over quietly and alone.

    This meant I wasn't in a situation where I could conduct a large-scale additional rescue.

    I had taken precautions to avoid emotional and impulsive decisions.

    It was impossible for me alone to save the innocent scattered over an area about one-third the size of South Korea.

    Right at that moment, the ground began to shake ominously.

    As if realizing a section of the wall had collapsed, monsters began rushing in terrifying numbers from the west.

    Leaping high into the air to check the east, I saw a group of cavalry raising dust as they galloped.

    Monsters surged from the west, while the Order's army advanced from the east.

    'There are surely those pressed into remaining here against their will as well.'

    But those distinctions didn't matter now.

    'While it may not be right for me to divide who lives and who dies based on personal judgment.'

    I had no intention of backtracking on my decision.

    Even if I had to swallow every consequence that might follow this action alone, this was my choice.

    - What are you planning to do?

    Ignoring the voice of Kerak I hadn't heard in a while, I reached toward the Order's army instead of the monsters.

    Quickly, mana and divinity converged, releasing a golden Flame Strike.

    Utilizing divinity signified a determination to allow no survivors.

    How much time passed amidst the ghastly screams?

    The monster legion was now close enough to discern with the naked eye.

    'Now they will cross the broken wall and slaughter all remaining Demi-humans in Bihar.'

    Thus began the dawn of destruction.

    Having opened the gateway to such a doom, I moved through the air, avoiding the monsters.

    * * *

    'Damn it, damn it!'

    Haley Sodinia, the second apostle of Temoria.

    She restlessly paced inside her private prayer room, prepared solely for herself.

    A few days ago, hearing the shocking story from the priests of Finelpenia reported back from their investigation in Symporium left her grounded.

    - Where on earth did they all go, only to have disappeared! They left with the outsiders!

    Not only had the moderate factions and the populace that were supposed to buy time vanished in an instant, the cause of their disappearance was attributed to the outsiders.

    Those who had fled this land returned and took away all the human shields!

    The priestly leaders were furious upon hearing this news, frustrated and eventually resentful.

    - Had we not erected the wall, we might have fled to the outsider's world as well!

    - What are we going to do now?!

    - Sigh... it was a mistake to forcibly seize the gate when the outsiders were returning.

    - Absolutely! Surely they harbored grudges and took revenge for that event!

    - Didn't I tell you we should have just let them go then?!

    - Are you saying this is all our fault now?! You all agreed as well!

    They shifted all the blame onto each other, repeated accusations, resentment, and criticism.

    Haley was no exception.

    Grinding her teeth, she muttered as she envisioned the fair face of Rashar.

    "That woman surely knew about this......"

    That the outsiders would return!

    'Yes, otherwise, how do you explain her actions?'

    Claiming they needed to let the outsiders go despite knowing only death and ruin awaited was beyond anything a sound mind would do.

    She surely knew they would come back and was trying to appear virtuous for credit!

    "Such filthy hypocrisy......"

    Haley clenched her fists and trembled with rage.

    Every time she recalled the eyes of Rashar, whom she confronted at the gate, her mood twisted.

    The straight, clear golden eyes alone perceived as a critique of Haley.

    In the distant past, she had abandoned such idealism, compromising with reality and pursuing convenience and profit.

    Conscience, in other words, conviction.

    Haley no longer possessed what Rashar had, and whenever Rashar came to mind, she was burdened with complex feelings, including inferiority.

    Crunch.

    Unintentionally, a bone-chilling sound escaped between her gritted teeth, yet it didn't reach Haley's ears.

    She paced anxiously around the prayer room until she realized struggling over an already missed chance was futile and sharply swept back her hair.

    "I can't stand by like this."

    Now was the time to place everything on the remaining hope left in this land.
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    Fortunately, there was still hope for those left in the Biharin.

    When the second wave of the legion was confirmed, the radicals discovered that hope like a miracle.

    They established a magical mana array far sturdier and more lasting than the magic tools using spirit stones or barriers established with spatial mana.

    It was a triumph discovered by mages they had secretly taken and treated like slaves.

    The fact that this hope required the life force of Demi-humans as a sacrifice in black magic posed no significant problem for the radicals.

    Since the outsider had left, they had to secure land to ensure their survival somehow.

    There was no room to be selective about means or methods in that process.

    'There's no need to worry about sacrifices to fill the life force either.'

    They just needed to spread hallucinogens and aphrodisiacs among the poor to produce the blood sacrifices.

    Despite doing the same thing as the monsters that created farms to gain attribute mana, the radicals defined their actions differently.

    - This is a noble sacrifice to preserve the lineage of the Demi-humans.

    Those who believed in this sophistry acted unitedly with one mind.

    While the moderates were busy evacuating the citizens, they steadily prepared to set up the magic circle.

    In the plan led by Shelver Vilkzion, Haley had a straightforward role.

    To build a barrier to protect the territory necessary for the Demi-humans' welfare until the magic circle was completed.

    To accomplish this task, Haley worked harder than anyone to persuade the priests of Temoria.

    Most of the priests she approached accepted the persuasion.

    They were already exhausted from maintaining the barrier, wearing themselves out over several days to weeks under the banner of being hope to the Demi-humans.

    Thanks to this, they were able to protect all the territory the radicals and the imperial family selected with deliberation using a new barrier.

    However, the installation of the magic circle to establish the barrier took longer than expected.

    Originally, the moderates and citizens abandoned outside the barrier would have created a distraction.

    But because of the outsiders who suddenly returned, all plans were disrupted.

    The outer perimeter was already under attack.

    When the barrier was damaged, it was only natural that the burdens on the priests maintaining it would increase.

    They would tire out much faster than initially anticipated.

    Of course, resources were needed to offer new offerings and replace priests.

    The authority of the gods could not be used for free.

    For that reason, the leaders of the radicals recalculated the amount of sacrifice required.

    They needed to buy time until the magic circle installation was completed.

    'I have no choice. I must join them.'

    Even though using divinity left her utterly exhausted like a wet cotton ball.

    Sacrificing for lifelong safety was unavoidable.

    At the moment Haley resolved herself and left her private prayer room.

    ".. Hmm?"

    The authority of Temoria, felt more clearly by Haley as an apostle, wavered.

    Could the priests have reached their limit already?

    Haley hurried her steps.

    While she moved, the authority of Temoria wavered again.

    By the time Haley stepped outside the temple.

    "What is this......?"

    From the west, Temoria's authority was disappearing.

    Clearly, something had happened to the priests of Temoria responsible for that barrier.

    Haley stared blankly towards the west.

    "No......"

    Imagining what was about to unfold drained the strength from her legs with fright.

    With a thud, she collapsed to the floor.

    The tragedy starting from the west began approaching her swiftly, threatening to envelop her.

    * * *

    After running along the sky path for an entire day,

    I discovered a couple more places where the priests of Temoria had settled and were guarding the barrier, and I dealt with them too.

    As a result, the barrier collapsed significantly once more.

    Monsters that took advantage of the breach would undoubtedly be wreaking havoc in various places.

    Leaving that tragedy behind, I arrived in the Kmotl region, located in the southern part of the Atar Empire.

    At this present time, it's the only spirit stone mine the Demi-humans could use.

    This place is famously protected by not only an array of magic circles but also troops supported by the imperial family.

    It meant a formidable level of surveillance, similar to the Dwarf village.

    'And rightly so.'

    Think of spirit stones as having a value similar to oil on Earth.

    They are the basic material needed for creating various magic circles and magic tools.

    So, when Biharin was relatively intact, it wasn't a place one could easily approach.

    But now the story is different.

    'It's empty.'

    According to the covert information I received from a noble who was the owner of this spirit stone mine, their numbers should have been twice what they are.

    Most were knights loyal to the imperial family known to be quite authorityful among humans.

    But currently, the number of mana signals caught by my detection magic wasn't substantial.

    'They must have gone to offer assistance somewhere.'

    With the barriers breached by the monsters, there would have been requests for help from various places.

    'Let's get in and out quietly.'

    There wasn't any need for combat when it would only draw the mine's protective forces to swoop in.

    I planned to postpone any confrontation until after I had completed my task in the mine.

    Draped with Giolan's cloak, I descended vertically and stealthily.

    Landing silently and proceeding unnoticed for several minutes,

    I entered deep underground through the entrance guarded by knights.

    Avoiding the complex magic circles set up at the entrance and inside the mine was not difficult.

    In my hand was the owner's mark allowing me free access to this place.

    'I acquired it in exchange for informing them about the evacuation plan.'

    The sole individual I informed about the refugee plan was the noble who owned this mine.

    While he was quite vain and proud, he certainly wasn't foolish.

    - Replacing the owner's access pass requires altering the entire magic circle. It involves an immense amount of manauthority and resources.

    - The emperor isn't the kind of person to spend such amounts just to replace passes for a mine whose owner has disappeared, so don't worry.

    And thus, I agreed with his logic.

    As a result, that noble set his residence ablaze, faking his disappearance as an attack by marauders.

    'After confirming through Agnotia's priests that I wasn't lying, he bribed Palao's priests to testify that his mansion was indeed attacked by marauders.'

    Thanks to this, he was safely in Kimol during the refugee operation and successfully escaped to Earth.

    I even checked the refugee lists and sent personal relief items.

    'This turned out well. I might as well seek his advice regarding mining operations.'

    As steps advanced and thoughts organized, after descending to a fairly deep underground, I felt the distinctive tingling mana at my feet.

    'Indicative of declining deposits.'

    Over the past ten years, the Biharin could only procure spirit stones from here.

    Unlike the mine connected to the Philippines, mining had continued steadily, so it was only natural for deposits to decrease.

    However, "scarce" is a term relevant for collectives.

    For an individual using spirit stones,

    'Frankly, it's abundant.'

    I quickened my pace slightly.

    Fortunately, I arrived at a time when there was no mining activity due to the lateness of the night.

    This allowed me to witness a truly splendid sight.

    '...... It's like the Milky Way.'

    Stones embedded throughout the mine refracted in rainbow hues, emitting light on their own.

    Even I, worn down from the journey here, was momentarily entranced.

    Though the admiration was very brief.

    I had not forgotten my mission.

    Once I resumed my halted steps, I ventured into the deep part of the mine where sparkling spirit stones abound.

    And when all around me - front, back, top, and below - was filled with the characteristic mana of spirit stones, my hand touched the wall.

    「Attribute Stone (???)」

    A stone with an immense amount of attribute mana.

    Though referring to them as spirit stones had grown on me.

    The item description window before my eyes felt quite familiar as well.

    I had consistently bought spirit stones auctioned by Bronze rank players and absorbed them.

    Thus, I had no hesitation injecting mana into this spirit stone now in my possession.

    「Using Attribute Stone (???).」

    「Assessing the most suitable attribute for the user.」

    「User already possesses a suitable attribute.」

    「Attribute mana ??????? is being absorbed.」

    The surging mana promptly uplifted me.

    I felt omnipotent, as if I could achieve anything I desired instantly.

    Simultaneously, it was terrifying, akin to standing naked before a vast tidal wave.

    However, as mana accumulated in my body grew, that intricate sensation became an unmistakable pleasure.

    It was an exhilarating delight that felt almost addictive.

    Each cell, each mana circuit rejuvenated anew.

    At the end of that delight which persisted quite a while, the core, where all my mana lay dormant, started heating up.

    Soon after, the message window updated.

    「You hav reached the limit the body can tolerate.」

    「To ensure the player's safety, further mana absorption is blocked.」

    In a somewhat dazed state, I exhaled a deep, languid breath.

    The lingering euphoria from the pleasure that melted my brain was intense.

    I had experienced a similar sensation once in the past.

    When I first faced the general-rank.

    By unleashing Flame Strike, absorbing a massive amount of mana at once brought about a similar sensation.

    However, the current pleasure was even more intense than back then.

    The type of mana and its scale were different.

    I reveled in the attribute mana, now pulsating vigorously and filling my core for quite some time.

    After a bit more time passed.

    I finally gathered my wits and opened my status window.

    Player Kang Hyunwoo (Beta Tester) - Platinum rank

    Codename: K

    Mana: 39,992,989,886.06 (Attribute Mana: 10,000,000)

    Chaos Index: 0%

    Affiliation: Earth, order of Palao

    Race: Human (Player)

    Rank: Alpha

    Attribute: Lightning (★★★★★)

    .......

    The numbers I hadn't seen in a while looked completely transformed.

    'Nearly 40 billion total mana.'

    Of which, 10 million was attribute mana.

    At the inception of this game, achieving such numbers was unimaginable.

    Yet presently, they appeared proudly on my status window.

    With a contented sense of fullness, I exhaled a long breath.

    I also took in the neat figure of the attribute mana.

    '1% of the standard for advancing to Platinum rank......'

    According to the principles of magical studies, it was an amount far beyond what an ordinary life form could possess.

    It appeared that the ordinary mana, overwhelmingly abundant compared to the attribute mana, was supporting the body, preventing the mana from dispersing.

    'If so, could advancing beyond Platinum rank allow for absorbing more attribute mana?'

    The ultimate level a player could attain in the game guide is Platinum rank.

    Yet, I was veering off the standard growth trajectory by accumulating status.

    I personally speculated that reaching beyond the Platinum rank phase would allow hunting gods like Agnotia.

    'Still quite far away though.'

    Both the status and mana needed substantial accumulation beyond what they were now.

    "Phew."

    I habitually took a deep breath, once again taking in the figure of attribute mana.

    Unintentionally, an excited voice escaped me.

    "Ha, ten million, ten million."

    Although it was a bit disappointing that only a small portion of spirit stones remained in the mine, hence reaching an end here.

    Objectively speaking, the results were satisfying.

    'I could unleash Flame Strike a hundred times consecutively.'

    It was an amount sufficient to disregard mana allocation concerns.

    'With this, I might be able to cast Flame Strike over the entire area of Seoul and Gyeonggi Province simultaneously.'

    Such was the enormous amount.

    Now, tallying mana before entering combat no longer concerned me.

    The more I affirmed that fact, the more elevated I felt.

    However, there was no abiding long in that satisfactory admiration.

    - Kyahhh!

    From a far, distant place, a familiar cry echoed.
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    I belatedly realized the commotion as I focused on the sensation of my attribute mana increasing.

    'Seems like it's those monstrous creatures.'

    As I concentrated my senses, I detected shouts, the clashing of weapons, and the waves of mana being deployed.

    There was no doubt that a battle was in progress on the ground.

    'I had opened the barrier on the west side.'

    These creatures had attacked this mine in the southern part of the Atar Empire, nestled in the foothills, within a day.

    'It can't be a coincidence...'

    I exited the tunnel to confirm this fact.

    As soon as I arrived on the surface cloaked in Giolan's cape, chaos greeted me at the mine.

    Everything around me was ablaze, collapsing into ruin, including not only the miners' facilities but also the tunnel I had just left.

    There were more creatures covering the mine than I had anticipated.

    Even if a full force had been stationed there, it would have been impossible to stop them.

    Those resisting were still present, but it was only a matter of time before the mine fell.

    'It makes no sense that they traveled unnoticed with so many of them moving.'

    If they had encountered a military group and engaged in combat on their way, they wouldn't have reached the mine so quickly.

    What could have made this Scenario possible was—

    'That bizarre transportation gate created through High-Rank messeo.'

    It was as if a huge hole had appeared when I first encountered a nemesis-rank.

    If they hadn't emerged from there, there was no way they could have reached the heart of the Atar Empire so swiftly.

    'Since there was a hole in the Barrier of Patience, it wouldn't have been difficult for a mage to infiltrate.'

    If these creatures had committed suicide by embedding messeo into their bodies, all the events unfolding now were plausible.

    I evaluated the situation further.

    'They attacked the spirit stone mine in just a day...'

    The first thing to consider was the value of the spirit stones.

    For the Biharin, they were naturally important.

    They also held considerable value for players.

    Similarly, the creatures would have reasons to secure the spirit stones.

    Traitors were within enemy lines.

    'Pillage, perhaps...'

    If they were intelligent entities, it would be a tactic worth attempting.

    The situation seemed to be proceeding exactly as I observed.

    'This implies they have completely grasped the strategic strongholds of the empire.'

    I wasn't surprised, just aware that I now had more tasks.

    'I'll need to reassess the global strategic deployments once I return.'

    The enemy must have obtained similar information through Earth's traitor.

    Once the battlefield transitions to Earth, there will be multiple regions at risk of attack.

    To prevent important areas scattered worldwide from being lost easily, we needed to prepare thoroughly.

    Having added this task to my list, I leaped into the air.

    "Kiieeeek!"

    Flying creatures that hovered in the air noticed and raced towards me.

    I fell in a straight line, waiting for them to approach.

    And when they all entered the range of my Lightning Storm—

    Crackle!

    I sliced through them with sharp, lightning-infused blades.

    As their black blood and flesh chunks fell, I climbed higher.

    The higher I went from the ground, the louder the roaring sounds from below became.

    "Kyaoo!"

    "Kuoo!"

    It was as if they were roaring for me to come down immediately.

    The way the creatures roared at me, mouths agape, as if trying to devour me, formed quite a spectacle.

    Above their spectacle, when the Flame Strike descended, nothing remained but black ashes.

    Boom! Bang! Boom!

    Repeated strikes of the Flame Strike turned the area white with intensity.

    The dazzling brightness swallowed the darkness, lighting up the area as if the sun had risen only here.

    Using the powerful white brilliance as a platform, I crossed through the air briefly.

    While advancing towards the direction where the creatures converged, projectiles materialized by magic targeted me.

    Dodging and disrupting some led me to a man cloaked in white hovering not too far away.

    The aura emanating from this sudden intruder was fierce.

    "Electric-type..."

    From beneath the deeply drawn hood, the lower half of his face was hidden by a beard, which initially made me think he was older.

    "Are you the 'outsider' they're talking about? Is it you?"

    The voice that emanated from him was surprisingly youthful.

    I questioned him while looking him up and down.

    "Are you the one who blew up your own home? Why ask when you already know the answer?"

    The hostility he showed towards me was evident, even without knowing his face or name.

    'It's normal to be hostile towards the one who set your home on fire, not to mention completely destroyed it.'

    Given the nature of my widely known mana, it wouldn't have been too hard to guess.

    Knowing this, the words I needed to say to provoke him were clear.

    "Did you hold a funeral for Eril?"

    I observed a twitch below his beard, suggesting he clenched his jaw.

    The individual had likely been dispatched to a significant location and seemed to hold a fairly high status within the Magic Tower.

    It appeared he knew Eril.

    With my conviction firm, there was no reason to stop.

    "I owed her a bit of a debt, so I finished her off painlessly in one strike."

    Raising one corner of my mouth, I rested my spear against my shoulder, releasing a brief exclamation as I continued.

    "Oh, you probably couldn't find the body. I left your home very clean."

    The mana he stirred as if to slice me to pieces was infused with cold frost and a faintly fishy odor.

    'Water attribute, ice element.'

    Upon realizing this, hundreds of ice spikes surrounded me.

    "I intended to chop you to pieces the moment I met you, but your reckless mouth quickens your demise."

    I had no luxury to counter each of them individually.

    Luckily, since the magic wasn't high-grade, merely materializing attribute mana sufficed to ward them off.

    Ping, pah-ping!

    The ice spikes bounced off, beaten by the sparks dancing according to my will.

    Of course, there was more to his barrage.

    Starting with the ice spikes, a series of connection magics rained down like a tempest.

    The speed at which he implemented these magics and controlled the projectiles, and the way he recaptured mana from dismantled magics, were flawless.

    He was undoubtedly more skilled than me and even surpassed Eril.

    'With such proficiency related to ice mana, being young and responding to Eril's name...'

    Among the key figures I knew within the Magic Tower, there was one fitting description.

    Despite being of common birth, he's noted as the most cherished disciple of the Atar Empire's Tower Master and was Eril's fiancé.

    "Moltan Bell."

    Though no response came from him, I was now sure of his identity.

    This person needed to be eliminated without the fuss of shackles or information extraction.

    'Take the trophy.'

    If I presented it to Ahel, he could verify his identity, and we could secure records from every place he resided.

    His head would make an excellent spoil of war.

    With calculations complete, I unleashed Lightning Storm.

    Although attempts to counter it were made, my mastery over mana was superior.

    On his side, he had to block rather than counter my magic.

    Boom!

    Every time he blocked my thunder spears, a noise like crashing thunder resonated in the sky.

    "A mutation, but impressive."

    His arrogant judgement on my skills spurred me to smirk.

    Clearly, he underestimated the fact that I had effectively sentenced him to death in my mind.

    He seemed unaware of my true power level, showing such arrogance assuming he was safe.

    Sadly for him, my tier was more suited for engagement with the likes of a Magic Tower Master.

    'Nevertheless, I secured my status fairly.'

    It would be humiliating to be subdued by someone merely acknowledged as a disciple of the Tower Master.

    As I made up my mind, a dazzling light flashed before my eyes as I kicked the mana at my feet.

    Generals in black, engulfed in Flame Strike, suddenly blocked my path.

    Moltan Bell used teleportation magic to position a meat shield in his stead.

    Clearly, he knew he was at a disadvantage if I started moving.

    Indeed, this was a more bothersome shield compared to magic that could be dismantled or destroyed.

    'Still, this doesn't mean you have a chance to survive.'

    I swung my spear lightly to strike down on the head of the leading Vanguard.

    Splat!

    Their heads burst upon impact with my spear shaft.

    Memories resurfaced of times past, when I had to wield a spear nervously just to face a single general-rank.

    Swallowing my laughter alone, I seized the attribute manastone falling to the ground and used the mana beneath me as a platform.

    "Hup!"

    Swift in clearing obstacles, I shot forward like an arrow.

    Simultaneously, all sorts of defensive magics materialized before Moltan Bell.

    I successfully dismantled two of the outermost magics.

    However, the opposing side's speed in conjuring new magics was over twice as fast as my dismantlings.

    Meanwhile, magics targeting my rear blossomed invasively, like wild sprouts after the rain.

    In the end, I abandoned dismantlings and infused my spear with an enormous amount of attribute mana.

    Both the spear blade and shaft turned so brilliantly white, it bordered on blinding.

    Concluding I couldn't contend with the opponent's magical quality, I chose to amplify the mana quantity excessively.

    Typically, magic entailed a blueprint providing a predefined form and power with appointed mana.

    There are limits to adjusting power or range solely with mana volume.

    Beyond a certain point, traditional formations can't uphold the form or structure of magic.

    But what if mana is used liberally?

    There's no need to concern oneself with the blueprint's limitations then.

    'Just my attribute mana exceeds ten million!'

    Hence, a single trial wouldn't harm me significantly.

    The gamble paid off, being quite a commendable decision.

    The boundless mana, absurdly exceeding conventional scale, trampled and burned the existing magic.

    I no longer needed to bother with dismantling the mages' defensive magics.

    Simply burning through them, just like now, would suffice!

    Whether he sensed the threat or not, I discerned a familiar magical flow beyond the defensive magic.

    'Teleportation magic!'

    It was a form I'd grown weary of during training against Ahel.

    Mages, when possessing skill and surplus, invariably learned teleportation magic.

    It was a vital escape mechanism for them when their lives hung by a thread.

    But this magic's difficulty was notably higher compared to ordinary magic.

    I too had learned it, albeit hesitating to use it due to a lack of confidence in the sequence arrangement.

    An error might leave you behind in teleportation, with only half of you sent through.

    'Ahel cautioned against personally implementing it.'

    In its stead, he diligently trained me to familiarize myself with the magic more intimately than anyone else.

    Thus, I understood how this magic's flow operated.

    I even deduced roughly where its caster intended to teleport based on the flow I observed.

    This understanding allowed me to unhesitantly cast multiple lightning spears towards Moltan Bell's destination.
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    Whack, thud thud thud!

    A ripple of unfamiliar spatial mana flickered across the ground swarming with beasts as the lightning spear I had thrown struck the earth in succession.

    Shortly after, a human form smoothly emerged along the path traversed by that lightning spear.

    A little late, the bright halo unique to teleportation magic erupted.

    Once the light disappeared, it left behind the body of Moltan Bell, who had been diagonally sliced from his left shoulder to his right hip.

    The point where my lightning spear pierced repeatedly was along the path he crossed while traversing compressed space.

    In simpler terms, he had unwittingly walked right into my lightning spear.

    It was much like presenting a boiled egg to a thin string and watching it slice clean through.

    'Did he really act so arrogantly with just this level of skill?'

    Indeed, the problem with young mages was their tendency to overestimate their own capabilities in combat despite lacking actual experience.

    'Now I've ended up crossing paths with the Mage Tower Master of the Atar Empire.'

    I had already burnt bridges with the Ferrell Mage Tower Master due to the irreparable issues with Eril.

    And now, it seemed I had added another to that list today.

    'Being afraid of making enemies will stop us from moving forward.'

    For every foe I made, there would be allies behind me to offer support.

    I gathered Moltan Bell's easily detached head and stowed it into my subspace pouch.

    Not only had I captured my first spoils on returning to Biharin, but I also procured an unexpected second.

    'Not too bad.'

    It was time to move onto the next spoils.

    'My destination is Gemal.'

    Though I'd already made my way south, traversing the skies for about three days and nights would get me there.

    Yet, there was little need to spend all that time traveling.

    'Surely these guys have left a portal to Gemal open back at their base.'

    Why make the arduous journey on foot?

    I retraced my steps through the previously blocked path by Moltan Bell.

    Finally, reaching the other end from where monsters were pouring out, I spotted a hole resembling a black hole.

    I eliminated the surrounding mages and nemesis-rank soldiers with another short battle.

    Then, without hesitation, I pushed myself into the unidentifiable black hole.

    ***

    On his way to Haley's personal prayer room, Shelver Vilkzion halted in his tracks.

    "Don't you know how great a task I'm handling here?! If it weren't for me, all of you would be dead by now! Instead of being grateful, why do you hover around and interfere! Just get out of my sight already!"

    A shrill voice yelled, mingling with the sounds of things crashing and breaking.

    Shortly after, low-ranking priests of Temoria came rushing out of Haley's prayer room as if fleeing for their lives.

    In no time, Shelver's previously serene and kind visage slightly twisted at the sight.

    'So weak, that woman.'

    As an apostle of Temoria, she should naturally possess the resilience to face any trial or adversity without faltering.

    Yet Haley seemed especially prone to being unable to withstand challenges or impulses that confronted her.

    'That's probably why she was the only one among the cautious Temorias that gave in to persuasion.'

    Haley's joining had been a remarkable achievement for Shelver.

    Dimwitted though she might be, Haley was unequivocally an apostle.

    When she took the lead in persuasion, more and more of Temoria's priests—who once ignored self-sacrifice—were swayed by the moderate faction's rhetoric.

    'It seemed as if the plan was proceeding smoothly.'

    However, things took a turn for the worse, leaving vast territories overrun by monsters.

    Gemal too had been quickly besieged by the monster army.

    In such dire circumstances, Haley's role had grown even more significant.

    'Even today, the barrier trembled three times.'

    Shelver had come directly to encourage her after witnessing the wavering of the barrier of patience enveloping Gemal.

    But upon assessing the situation, it seemed meeting her would bring no significant change.

    'Even if I did go, she'd only complain about her struggles as usual.'

    How much she was suffering, how much her sacrifices deserved gratitude.

    She would certainly be annoyed with the reality that didn't offer her worship and noble treatment.

    However, sadly for Haley, others were not so foolish.

    They, too, were alive and could distinguish between sincerity and pretense.

    Who would be moved by a sacrifice expecting recompense?

    Moreover, Haley had too many comparative peers.

    Most apostles of Temoria had the esteemed experience of maintaining the barrier alone for dozens of days while barely resting.

    It was a noble legacy in sharp contrast to Haley, who had rarely appeared on the frontline.

    Because there were more people aware of this than not, they often subtly looked down upon Haley.

    The current situation was just such a vicious cycle born of this subtle atmosphere.

    Forgetting that she was chosen by god and unable to control her unease, Haley irritated and lashed out.

    Her psychological discomfort directly reflected on the barrier of patience, causing it to waver dangerously.

    Her self-esteem further diminished due to that fact, leading to yet more unease, making the barrier even more unstable—a vicious cycle.

    'It's better if we prepare for battle.'

    Rather than meet Haley, Shelver chose to leave things as they were.

    Soon enough, she would fulfill her purpose.

    Preparations for deploying a barrier around Gemal were complete.

    'Transport the sacrificial offerings, activate the magic circle—it should take about half a day.'

    Once that half a day had passed, at least within Gemal, safety would be assured.

    'Then provoke the royal family to clear the external monsters, reclaim the lost territories afterward.'

    As planned, the Demi-human Alliance, dubbed a small empire, would seek sanctuary to survive.

    Shelver believed his hope would undoubtedly come to fruition.

    The fact that hope was a fragile entity, often crushed underfoot, was completely forgotten.

    Ultimately, even when disaster struck, accompanied by a profound rumble of the earth, nothing could be done.

    Boom, crash!

    "Ah!"

    Surprised by the sudden blare and flames, Shelver fell backward onto his backside.

    "Run! Run away!"

    "A mage! It's a mage!"

    "The traitors have infiltrated!"

    "What are the holy knights doing?!"

    "Kill! Kill them!"

    Desperate yells filled the gaps between booms.

    It wasn't long before an ear-splitting roar erupted.

    As Shelver fumbled, searching with urgency, attempting to regain his footing, a cry broke through.

    "The chief high priest is here!"

    "Escort him quickly!"

    "Take him to safety!"

    Holy knights clad in singed armor appeared at the other end of the corridor.

    They lifted Shelver with firm hands and began to run.

    "What, what is the meaning of this?!"

    It was hard to comprehend.

    He distinctly heard a command to kill.

    There was mention of traitors infiltrating the temple.

    Yet why were holy knights, who should deal with the intruders and protect the temple, running in the opposite direction?

    The answer was simple.

    "Our duty is to escort the chief high priest!"

    The holy knights were merely fleeing.

    Under the pretext of protecting a significant individual, they prioritized their escape.

    Before the holy knights could fully exit the temple, it started crumbling.

    Boom!

    The white edifice began to collapse.

    The choice of the holy knights, who nearly dragged Shelver along, was straightforward.

    "Damn it!"

    "I won't Die here!"

    They abandoned Shelver, each seeking their own means of survival.

    While holy knights jumped over and rolled away from debris, there was nothing Shelver, left behind with an old man's body, could do.

    He was buried beneath collapsing ruins.

    Not long afterward, thick dust rose, and screams echoed from every direction.

    Who knew how much time had passed?

    "Ugh..."

    Coming around after fainting upon being pinned by the debris, Shelver strained his eyes to focus.

    "Ugh...!"

    Once he regained consciousness, he found his arms and legs, crushed under a massive stone, were broken, and a sharp rebar had pierced through his abdomen.

    Experiencing excruciating pain like never before, he could only tremble and shed tears, unable to decide what to do.

    Then, a sound arose—clink, clank.

    Footsteps, mixing with the sound of stones tumbling, rang above him.

    Feeling a presence, Shelver desperately opened his mouth, mustering all his strength.

    "W-who's there... s-save me..."

    Perhaps his sincere plea reached the heavens.

    Amidst the debris, a familiar yet unfamiliar face appeared.

    It was a man he had never seen before in life.

    Yet, somehow the black hair, golden eyes, and sharp gaze seemed eerily familiar.

    Understandably so, as the man standing beyond the debris was none other than the outsider whom Shelver had seen in portraits countless times.

    Merely seeing that face pieced together so much and explained so much.

    Right at the heart of this sudden assault was undoubtedly that damned outsider!

    "You insolent scoundrel!"

    At that moment, the hideous pain that had seeped into his bones halted abruptly.

    Facing that outsider ignited a rage so profound that it became uncontrollable.

    The man, who had made significant contributions by cutting the limbs of the radical faction and weakening their power long ago, stood there.

    Yet he was untouchable, shielded as he was firmly supported by moderates like Temoria's Jose Wolfrian.

    Thus, impotent rage brewed within toward him.

    It was not enough for him to spirit away those outside the barrier; he came back to attack the central temple itself, further intensifying Shelver's wrath.

    "Vile scum! It's all too clear you've sold your soul to a devil! You will never die peacefully!"

    Even the heightened, agonized curses failed to perturb the outsider.

    He just snorted softly and questioned back.

    "Aren't you also guilty of selling your soul to the devil?"

    How else to explain the attempt to ensure your own safety with the lives of others as sacrifices?

    "We both stand alike, different only by negligible measure. Why bother weighing our sins?"

    There was no particular emotion in the outsider's voice, who seemed fully aware of everything.

    Immediately after having said his piece, he appeared ready to take his leave.

    That urgency prompted Shelver to cry out.

    "Do you not pity the people who once hailed you as a Hero?!"

    Too prideful to beg for life, yet too fearful of dying buried here, he cunningly chose to accuse and incite emotions of guilt.

    "The Demi-human Alliance and temple always welcomed outsiders warmly, tirelessly striving to protect you!"

    But unfortunately,

    "Is this vile reciprocity your answer? Could you still call yourself human?"

    "Utter nonsense."

    The individual confronting Shelver was not one swayed by such tricks.

    He possessed pride forged through patience and effort in himself.

    He accomplished achievements befitting that pride, as well.

    More importantly, he exhibited a cold, ruthless side willing to employ any means to ensure a victory in war.

    Hence, hearing words of irrational resentment, he turned indifferently, uninterested, eventually choosing to end the life of Shelver buried under the rubble himself.

    To leave no future threats behind,

    Thwack-!

    A thread-thin wisp of mana twisted around Shelver's neck, constricting it, leading his head to roll off, releasing a torrent of red spreading across the debris.
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    Right after the mana of Shelver Vilkzion had waned, I quietly gazed at the ruined Central Temple.

    "They sure went all out destroying it."

    While Shelver seemed to believe that I had caused this mess, it wasn't me who had raided and destroyed the Central Temple.

    To explain this situation, I needed to go back several minutes to when I had left the mine and squeezed myself through the hole used by the enemy.

    Beyond that hole lay a multitude of monsters of a legion scale.

    Since my goal was to retrieve the spoils rather than engage in battle, I tried my best to avoid confrontation. Thankfully, it didn't take long to find the hole connected to Gemal.

    I simply had to follow where the massive number of monsters was heading.

    Of course, there was a bit of commotion and fighting with mages who discovered me.

    However, crossing over to Gemal through the hole wasn't particularly arduous.

    By then, the siege by the monsters had already commenced.

    I wrestled with a dozen mages who had trailed me through the hole, trying to escape.

    They were not young prodigies, but experienced mages who had reached middle age.

    "They were slower in mana quantity and manifestation speed than Eril or Moltan Bell."

    They were much more skilled in battle.

    Knowing their limits, they exercised caution and did not hesitate to coordinate with other mages.

    Thanks to them, I truly experienced a hectic struggle after a long time.

    Then, as I noticed the Barrier of Patience trembling, I forcibly penetrated it by pouring divinity into it.

    "To think that mages were in the midst of setting up an enchantment magic right there."

    Mages who followed me through the barrier witnessed the scene.

    I couldn't discern what thoughts crossed their minds upon seeing the wretched state of mages who opted for loyalty over betrayal.

    Yet, it seemed their downfall must not have been too satisfying to them.

    For they had begun to clash with holy knights, furiously attacking me who wrecked their sanctuary, clearly consumed by anger.

    I had no reason to stop members from both enemy factions from brawling with each other, so I quietly stepped back and observed the situation.

    About the magic, I learned only then.

    I had heard the mages examining the enchantment magic in my place, muttering among themselves.

    When looking at the results, the mages successfully killed the holy knights.

    In return, the mages who were treated like slaves met death with their wrists and necks severed.

    'After that,'

    The expression "lost their minds" might be precise?

    The enraged mages rushed straight into the Central Temple.

    Anxiously, without even thinking to call for reinforcements from their main forces.

    They spent every bit of what they possessed as if there was no turning back.

    Their deaths due to mana depletion were dismal one after another.

    The ruins now unfurling before my eyes were the result of their dismal deaths.

    "........"

    I felt no particular emotion about this situation.

    As I had once remarked, I was quite similar to Shelver Vilkzion in human nature.

    I was rather satisfied with the internal conflict between my enemies.

    Thanks to it, I had successfully managed to eliminate Shelver Vilkzion, who I hadn't expected to remove so easily.

    Moreover, I took care of those troublesome radicals en masse.

    The tragedy occurring here held no greater value beyond that.

    "This was a place I had to visit regardless."

    So, one could say it turned out well.

    I could gather the spoils left here without exerting much effort.

    Originally, my secondary destination was precisely this Central Temple.

    Removing my gaze from the ruin, I went searching for a path.

    Due to all the buildings collapsing, what could be called a path wasn't really available.

    Yet, having a guide was not ——— a significant problem.

    「The Trait Inheritance Candidate is being activated.」

    「A divinity available for seizing is within a 1 km radius.」

    "Here."

    After a few minutes of following the arrow pointed by the Trait, I found the body of Haley, the apostle of Temoria.

    Rummaging through her corpse, I found the amethyst earring bestowed to the second apostle of Temoria's relic.

    「Will you seize the divinity? (Y/N)」

    Without hesitation, it was a yes.

    After absorbing Temoria's divinity, the collection of spoils continued.

    「The Trait of the Inheritance Candidate is being activated.」

    「A divinity available for seizing is within a 1 km radius.」

    Following the still visible arrow, I eventually discovered a spiral stairway leading underground.

    Below the World Tree altar, in the deepest basement of the Central Temple, what welcomed me there were relics stored by the 7 great orders.

    'They were originally kept in the temple located in the region where the relic's rightful owner was born.'

    I heard it had changed to gathering them at the Headquarters while retreating as the frontline kept being pushed back.

    In that process, instances where relics, like the Order of Palao's, were left behind without retrieval occurred.

    As a result, only 29 out of the 41 relics recorded were amassed here.

    With the number of relics handed down to current apostles being high, the ones left in storage barely totaled 13.

    'The ones brought to the Earth by the apostles have either already been entrusted to me or are under negotiation regarding ownership rights.'

    I expressed my willingness to buy the relics at a high price.

    8 out of the 14 relics carried by the apostles were already in my possession.

    Either the divinity remaining in those relics had been absorbed or seized.

    I was now aiming to sweep up even those left in Bihar.

    "Not bad at all."

    Though not an enormous amount, it was enough to replenish what had been consumed so far.

    The spoils gathered in the temple weren't limited to that.

    After absorbing all the divinity contained in the relics, I stumbled upon an unexpected space.

    Possibly due to the shock from the collapse occurring above ground, a part of the floor in the basement had collapsed.

    Thanks to this, I could glimpse a lower level than the relic storage room.

    What lay there were armaments organized in an orderly manner.

    The problem was that these items seemed somewhat familiar.

    In expanding the collapsed floor and jumping down for a closer comparison, I opened the VIP Shop.

    "What.....? Unbelievable..... So, they were brought here?"

    As expected, what was neatly stashed in the basement were the items I had seen in the VIP Shop.

    Not every item was present.

    Yet, those with descriptions about the history or famed figures of the Order were prominently displayed.

    The total was roughly about 20 pieces.

    "Jackpot."

    To claim items from the VIP shop bearing costs of thousands to tens of thousands of achievements here.

    "It would be stupid to leave these behind."

    However, my sub-space pouch wasn't enough to hold all of them.

    "In that case, I should utilize another space."

    Without a flicker of hesitation, I tore apart the gate transfer voucher I had recently purchased.

    I then promptly began transferring the legendary items into the newly appeared gate entrance.

    Instead of the sub-space pouch, I used the location of the gate as a temporary storage area.

    The plan was simple, move everything inside, and block the entrance to prevent access.

    Lending these to guild members would certainly augment their power significantly.

    Although it was akin to looting the Order's treasure vault, I felt no great guilt.

    But there was a hint of displeasure.

    "How is there not even a single spear?"

    There were swords, daggers, hammers, axes, shields, and chain armor, but no spear.

    "I thought I'd switch if given the chance."

    With a sigh, I looked down at Kerax's spear.

    This spear clearly possessed a will of its own.

    Previously, it had been reasonably quiet, only revealing itself in the fleeting moments of danger I faced.

    "Recently, it had begun speaking so much."

    Kerak had consistently attempted to converse with me ever since I attacked the holy knights for the first time.

    - Are you really going to kill all those innocent people?

    - Are you planning to commit such heinous acts just to exclude a few evildoers?

    - What crime could they possibly have?

    Since I had already made my decision, no words from Kerak could sway me.

    However, it was irritating.

    'I no longer require its mana amplification effect.'

    While currently, there wasn't a better spear than this.

    I resolved within myself that I'd definitely switch to a legendary-grade spear when it eventually appears.

    Having steeled myself, I exited the basement.

    Immediately thereafter, my steps headed toward the east of the Central Temple, where the imperial city of the Atar Empire was located.

    ***

    "Th-the barrier, the barrier has vanished!"

    The scream came from Isola, the noble princess of the Atar Empire, as she glanced out the window.

    Usually beautifully radiant, she was now pale as white.

    Not even the emperor's darling could escape the horrors of war.

    Since Gemal became besieged by monsters, Isola had been almost incessantly crying.

    Her screams intermittently unnerving others were merely a bonus.

    As a result, her appearance, once celebrated as the most beautiful in the Atar Empire, had become exceedingly gaunt.

    "Did something happen to Lady Haley? Wh-what happens now? Th-th-the monsters have completely surrounded Gemal!"

    "W-w-we're not sure either......"

    "I must see Father, everyone move aside!"

    Pushing aside the maids accompanying her, Isola ran with all her might.

    All she wanted was to pour out her fears into the safest and strongest refuge she knew, her father, and be reassured of her safety.

    However, upon arrival, she found not the usually hearty and steadfast emperor, but a pathetic, terrified old man who was spreading fear all around him.

    "What on earth has happened! You promised we could hold on for several more days!"

    Momentarily observing the emperor hurling various objects in his fit of rage, Isola timidly inched closer, still trembling with fear.

    She believed that once he noticed her, he would embrace her kindly as he always did.

    Then, she could find solace in his arms as she always had.

    "F-father... The barrier is gone. I'm so scared...."

    It should have gone that way.

    "You feckless girl! Running here in fright instead of showing some composure during such a crisis?"

    Already overwhelmed with fear, the emperor had no time to take care of his daughter.

    Instead, he yelled at Isola and drove her away.

    Then, he cried out the name he was familially taught to despise.

    "Send a message to Vecarm immediately!"

    Why was the emperor shouting a name he learned to associate with betrayal?

    "They asked for provisions claiming they wouldn't advance any further as long as the front line was held! Something is clearly wrong!"

    Before suspicions could arise, shocking words had already erupted from the emperor.

    A truth she had never dared to imagine.

    Frozen briefly with the shock over hearing it.

    Isola soon was apprehended by knights and began being dragged back to her quarters.

    Nonetheless, Isola didn't even know where she was or where she was being taken in her state.

    "F-Father collaborated with Vecarm......?"

    So was the emperor a traitor?

    Or was Vecarm actually not a traitor?

    Unable to comprehend how her known world had flipped upside down, she was at a loss for how to process her thoughts.

    In the torrent of confusion and shock,

    "Wow, you really came out at the perfect time to be snatched."

    a foreign voice slipped in, and THUD!

    A heavy pain enveloped her senses taking her consciousness into darkness.
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    After silently and cleanly dispatching the knights, I struck the back of Isola's head, who seemed to be out of her mind.

    *Thud*

    With a clean sound, Isola fell unconscious. I carried her towards the ginkgo tree palace right behind us.

    "I never thought I'd use it like this."

    The inner part of the imperial city was protected by all sorts of magic circles, prohibiting the use of magic.

    Initially, I had planned to destroy half the imperial city with my divinity and take Isola away. But after thinking it through calmly, I realized there was a quieter way to get what I needed.

    I had accidentally discovered one of the imperial city's secret passages through an encounter with Vellego in the past.

    "If I hadn't known, I probably would have just barged in."

    But knowing it meant there was no need for unnecessary hassle.

    I entered the imperial city as quietly as possible.

    I had prepared for a day of lurking to time my move, but the moment I poked my head out of the passage, I could see the silver-haired Isola being dragged off by the knights.

    It was as if she was begging to be captured quickly, a ridiculously convenient timing.

    Thanks to that, I was able to secure my final spoil of war, Isola Deim Atar, much more easily than anticipated.

    The reason for kidnapping her was really simple.

    "When the tiger is away, the fox acts as king, doesn't it?"

    The lords of the Atar Empire, abandoned by the royal family.

    Their private armies were quite substantial in size.

    "There were quite a number of border officers as well."

    They even had enough time to gather personal assets during the escape process.

    As a result, they didn't completely lose their influence, even on Earth.

    Due to the culture of loyalty and knightly oaths, a considerable number of knights still served these lords.

    The lords forming alliances and having tensions was something I somewhat anticipated.

    But that part never truly worried me.

    'All I have to do is make it so the fox can't become the king, by putting another scarecrow as the king.'

    I never intended to leave the Biharin, scattered worldwide, entirely to their own devices.

    'There has to be at least a leash.'

    The association and I picked Isola for that leash.

    Though she had an empty head, she still held the symbolic status of royalty.

    'Once I give a plausible cause for her to be a focal point, the rest is easy.'

    Now that I've gathered everything I need, it's time to return to Earth.

    With Isola slung over my shoulder, I retraced the path back through the secret passage.

    After emerging from the passage, I headed back to the temple.

    "Ugh..."

    Isola, draped over my shoulder like baggage, began to regain consciousness.

    It seemed I had exhibited too much restraint, hitting her too softly since it had been a while since I laid hands on a civilian.

    Upon recovering her senses, Isola commenced screaming.

    "You, insolent! Release me this instant!"

    But her defiance didn't last long.

    "Rawr!"

    Seeing a monster in real-time—now unhindered by barriers due to Heily's death—left her speechless.

    "Should I really let you go?"

    I asked, looking at the approaching monsters.

    "Aah, aaah...!"

    With panic, Isola clung onto my armor, her fingers hopelessly grasping at anything for reassurance.

    Instead of calming her down, I jumped high into the air.

    I did this to vividly showcase the reality of Gemeal, surrounded on all sides by monsters.

    "Eek!"

    Isola screamed as our position abruptly changed, while I stood poised in mid-air.

    "Aaaagh!"

    "Save us!"

    The screams, echoing faintly from far below, were unnaturally clear.

    Red blood, spilling from the gruesome massacre of monsters, filled the area with its scent.

    "I can send you back to the imperial city if you want. Answer me, should I really let you go back?"

    The monsters would eventually push into the imperial city and annihilate all the demi-humans; was she sure she wanted to stay in that land?

    The trembling on my shoulder from Isola intensified.

    After a brief moment passed, she asked in a pitiful voice.

    "Why, why only me? What about the others...?"

    Her question brought a thin smile to my lips.

    "Since when did you care about others?"

    Knowing full well the front exists.

    Growing up in a world where people Die every day on that front.

    Yet she led a lavish life, thinking it had nothing to do with her.

    Would Isola have felt guilt about it?

    Every now and then, she would generously distribute her wealth and derive a smug sense of superiority from it.

    Just like she funded the orphanage for the survivors of the farm I saved in the past.

    Admittedly, it helped significantly.

    "But was it truly out of pure goodwill?"

    Can it not be considered hypocrisy meant to elevate her self-worth?

    "Stop sugarcoating things with half-hearted niceties and answer properly. Will you abandon your crumbling homeland or not?"

    Forcing her to leave wouldn't be a problem.

    Isola had no power to defy the association's intentions anyway.

    But since she was awake, I intended to make her choose with her own will.

    That way, she would be well aware that she has no place to return to.

    Once transferred, she would comply with orders, faithfully acting as their puppet without needless mischief.

    Waiting for her answer, I soon heard a small voice amid gentle sobs.

    "Th-there, is it, is it safe there?"

    Half-baked hypocrisy held no power against the desire to live.

    "For now."

    "I'll, I'll go. Please take, take me with you..."

    Isola's response was not surprising.

    I resumed my journey to the temple.

    "Eek!"

    As we traversed through the sky, Isola screamed again.

    Ignoring her, I quickened my pace and soon reached the central temple.

    "Sniff."

    Ignoring the sound of her sniffles, I headed towards the basement below the statue of the world tree.

    Muttering sounds became audible.

    "I'm way too dizzy... I feel like I'm gonna throw up..."

    Draped like a bag over my shoulder, blood was rushing to her head, likely causing her stomach to churn.

    I sighed briefly and adjusted how I carried Isola properly.

    A typical princess carry.

    Finally being able to see my face, Isola stared intently.

    "Outsider... right?"

    "What changes if I am?"

    "Can't you just answer...?"

    "Why should I extend such courtesy to you?"

    "Well, I'm still a princess..."

    "Don't delude yourself, princess. I'm not taking you because I cherish you."

    "......"

    "No one will worship you anymore. I'm taking you because you're useful, and if you stop being of use, you'll have no place to stand."

    No matter how you've lived so far, from now on you'll have to pull your weight like everyone else.

    "But I've never really worked before..."

    "Not because you couldn't, but because you chose not to. Is living like that something to boast about? I have no intention of putting up with your sulking, so keep your mouth shut."

    Facing straightforward criticism and ridicule, Isola's lower lip drooped.

    Finally silent, I arrived at the destination with Isola in my arms.

    Resting my hand on the gateway entrance, the previously closed entrance opened again.

    Passing through, I walked toward the entrance connecting to London, uK.

    "Consider this a warning."

    "Yes?"

    "Cautiously mind your words and actions from now on. Bear in mind, there is no emperor to shield you."

    Before Isola could respond, I crossed the gate connecting to the UK.

    Thanks to the message I had left before departing, Ethan stood waiting outside.

    "K."

    "K, you say?"

    At Ethan's call, Isola asked in surprise.

    However, both I and Ethan ignored her.

    Here, Isola's worth was exactly that and nothing more.

    "Did I keep you waiting long?"

    "If K called, I'd wait as long as it takes."

    Smiling, Ethan greeted me and subtly glanced at Isola.

    I laid Isola on the ground and continued speaking.

    "An official announcement will come from Lily soon."

    That the recent, final rescue operation had concluded, and that the target was Princess Isola, who had requested asylum from the association.

    "Of course, it was all fabricated lies."

    It provided enough legitimacy for the Biharin's support and was a cause for the lords from the Atar Empire lineage to rally behind.

    Thanks to her, I can now encourage them to swear loyalty, claiming that their survival was owed to her.

    "Make good use of her."

    "I've already discussed everything with the royal family. Thank you so much, as always."

    "After all, I stationed them in Europe for this."

    Most of the lords abandoned by the Atar Empire on the outer regions were stationed in Europe, with Isola in mind.

    All agreements for the royal family to take custody of Isola in Britain were finalized.

    "Providing her a prestigious exile, leveraging her name to control lords and knights as they please."

    Isola will become a highly useful pawn on the European front.

    In return, she would receive a royal welcome, so it was not a bad option for her.

    "Don't forget what I said, Your Highness."

    I reiterated my words; she was taken only for her utility, causing Isola to grasp her dress firmly.

    "With Vellego stationed at the London camp, it should be fine."

    I had already instructed Vellego to cozy up to the princess.

    In return, it was agreed that he would receive personal relief supplies and a certain level of living aid.

    He would likely put in effort for his own survival.

    Attaching Vellego, someone familiar from childhood, was the last humane action I could do for that hypocritical puppet princess.

    "Then I'll be off. Let's meet again sometime."

    "I really hope we meet leisurely next time."

    "That day will come at some point."

    After bidding farewell to Ethan, I crossed the entrance once more.

    I transferred the items pilfered from the central temple's basement to the outside of the South Korean entrance.

    "Whoo."

    Following that, I conducted a round of checks to ensure no gate was left open.

    Finally emerging from the entrance connected to South Korea, I announced,

    "It's over."

    A swift system message appeared the moment I dared to utter those words.

    「The closure of the gateway and entrance is now commencing.」

    Had it been waiting only for my return?

    Its swift handling of matters was certainly remarkable.

    ***

    "Keeping at this is..."

    "However, there doesn't seem to be any viable..."

    "Perhaps today's meeting is a perfect opportunity..."

    In a Korean traditional restaurant, noted for its classical interior, there gathered high-ranking officials from the military and former military-associated congress members.

    Their complexions were filled with worry, as they engaged in serious discussion.

    Given that their professions, backgrounds, and political foundations—the military—were in a precarious situation, concern was natural.

    The message from K stirred considerable waves amidst this.

    Assemblyman Jang Yung-kang, the key player behind organizing today's meeting, quietly sighed within himself amidst the ongoing talks.

    "Do they intend to devour us, or genuinely seek cooperation?"

    His mind was so preoccupied that he couldn't recall the last time he got proper sleep.

    Meanwhile, the smartphone he was tapping was filling with articles from the Palao Guild.

    「(Palao Guild) Reveals World's First Legendary-tier Item!」

    「K's Bold Announcement! 'Will be loaned to guild members with qualification and value...'」

    「World's Strongest Guild, Palao—Where does their growth end?」

    Even amongst guilds spearheaded by individuals, Palao was the largest.

    And with the addition of a legendary-tier item, it was intimidating to think of how strong their influence and power might grow.

    Simultaneously, knowing that K, the figure at the core of this intimidating phenomenon, was Korean, evoked a sense of hidden pride and relief.

    Amidst the turbulent emotions, upon letting out a sigh...

    Hurried footsteps approached, and someone knocked on the door.

    The person who appeared was Assemblyman Jang Yung-kang's secretary.

    With a slightly flushed face, he informed the people inside the private room.

    "He has arrived."

    K, the individual who orchestrated today's meeting, had arrived at the restaurant.
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    After the secretary left, the room fell silent, the conversation having come to a halt.

    "Hoo."

    Parliament Member Jang Yung-kang took a moment to catch his breath, recalling the advice given by Squad Leader Yang Jochul.

    — He dislikes formalities and prioritizes efficiency. Moreover, he detests wasting time, so avoid unnecessary excuses or speeches. Speak directly and clearly about what you want.

    The suggestion to keep answers succinct and clear was an added bonus.

    'Directly, directly.'

    He abandoned his usual speaking habits for today and practiced several times.

    If he handled this well, he and K could fulfill each other's needs and establish a good relationship.

    "We must achieve results for the preservation of the army."

    It might seem laughable that he was this nervous about meeting a young man in his mid-twenties.

    "He is not just a simple youth."

    He was the leader of the millions of players scattered across the globe.

    His every action and word drew worldwide attention.

    For that reason, anyone unable to acknowledge this fact had been excluded from this meeting.

    'I can't let a fool like Jung Jonghwa cause trouble for us.'

    Everything was prepared, so it should be okay.

    Gulp.

    Someone swallowed hard, and soon there was a feeling of presence outside.

    After a staff member's knock, the door opened.

    A tall young man entered, with sharp, auburn eyes.

    "You're all here. Have you been waiting long?"

    "We were eager to meet such a remarkable individual, so we arrived early."

    Jang Yung-kang extended his hand confidently, exuding an air of ease.

    "Nice to meet you, K. It's an honor to meet the Hero of humanity like this."

    "You flatter me."

    K shook hands with Parliament Member Jang Yung-kang amicably.

    The first greetings exchanged in a fairly cordial atmosphere made the rest easier.

    Jang Yung-kang introduced those who accompanied him, and K greeted each person one by one.

    In what was now a somewhat friendly atmosphere, everyone took their seats.

    "I'm not sure what kind of food you like. This place offers a variety of neat and tasty dishes..."

    "I'm afraid I won't be able to join for the meal."

    K abruptly dropped a bombshell with his response.

    "What, you can't join us for the meal?"

    This meeting was supposed to be a chance to talk over a meal, so why?

    "On my way here, I received word that a High-Rank Hole had opened."

    "Ah."

    "Though the guild members are all highly skilled, I thought I should be on site just in case."

    MP Jang Yung-kang exhaled in relief, understanding K's words.

    K's statement wasn't an indication of lack of interest in their conversation.

    "In that case, let's postpone the meal and get straight to the point today."

    It truly meant he was too busy to join the meal.

    The moment Jang Yung-kang thought he had a glimpse of understanding of K's nature.

    "I personally hope the military will strengthen evacuation drills and manage bunkers for civilian evacuation during emergencies."

    "B-bunker?"

    K threw another bombshell.

    Even though the topic was surprising, K continued speaking with conviction.

    "The offensive will soon intensify. Property and casualty losses are likely to increase."

    To minimize casualty losses, there needs to be a place for people to flee in emergencies.

    Although it wasn't an unexpected topic, hearing it expressed with such certainty was surprising.

    "How can you be so sure the offensive will increase?"

    "I'm sorry, general Yeoh Jaek-gil, but I have no intention of kindly explaining every aspect of the post-war situation to you."

    K, who was pouring barley tea—the only thing on the empty table—looked around the room with cold eyes.

    "What I want is a partner who can swiftly and perfectly address the discussed points, not an audience picking apart and asking for explanations of my actions, views, or instructions."

    After draining the filled cup of barley tea, K set the empty cup down on the table.

    Since entering the room, K had displayed only polite behavior, momentarily overlooked.

    The words commonly used to describe K weren't mild.

    K's eyes, assessing those present, were sharp enough to send chills down one's spine.

    "A significant number of players from each country will be conscripted soon."

    With more domestic personnel being relocated, the number of unaddressed Holes will inevitably increase.

    Likewise, the safety of areas where civilians reside will decline.

    "Can the military handle bunker construction, management, evacuation training, evacuation personnel control, and defense during emergencies?"

    If he got a negative answer, K would look for another partner without hesitation.

    Most likely, that new partner would be the police.

    Their arming level would increase, and the military would become more redundant than they are now.

    It felt like he finally grasped K's true nature, something not fully understood through Squad Leader Yang Jochul's words alone.

    MP Jang Yung-kang gulped and spoke.

    "...... We should draft a funding plan soon. Whether the National Assembly will approve the budget is the problem."

    Another MP, quick to assess the situation, responded.

    "We have to analyze the mobile population in each city to select optimal locations for bunker installations."

    "To control civilians, soldiers should also be prepared. We should adjust the training schedule accordingly."

    "I'll discuss it with the Party."

    The division of roles, giving orders and carrying them out, was clear.

    But no one saw the need to point that out.

    Understanding that doing so could disrupt everything.

    Once a preliminary outline of the plan was verbally agreed upon.

    "Oh, could we also address another matter?"

    While the military personnel were conversing, K added one more statement.

    "Let's propose legislation. Something that will ruin the lives of those loitering near Holes without a permit."

    His choice of words revealed deep frustration and discontent.

    It was so explicit that ignoring this could mean alienating K.

    "If necessary, feel free to use my name, Palao Guild's name, or anything."

    "...... I'll discuss it with the Party to push it forward."

    "Thank you."

    Glancing at his watch, K stood up from his seat.

    "Let's meet again once more progress has been made. I'll host a meal next time."

    It was pressure to ensure progress was made without repeating words.

    A month after K succinctly delivered his points and left.

    News arrived of the army's emergence in the Middle East.

    It marked the beginning of a full-scale invasion.

    * * *

    "I'm heading in now!"

    "Good job, Yul!"

    On the way home after closing a Hole that opened in the heart of Seoul.

    Kim Yul gazed out at the serene yet slightly noisy nighttime scenery of Seoul.

    "It's already been a month..."

    Beginning with the Middle East, countries with crucial resources were attacked.

    Ports and airports scattered worldwide couldn't avoid being raided, and air routes were already blocked.

    But fortunately, sea transport routes remained intact.

    - Ships have more loading capacity than planes. It also costs less for transportation.

    - We should prioritize safe and reliable maintenance over speed.

    - People have the teleportation magic circle as an alternative now.

    So, it was determined that protecting the sea rather than the air was better.

    Following K's intention to abandon air routes, the association decisively concentrated forces.

    About 80% of Water-attribute players were conscripted to protect sea routes.

    Meanwhile, players with Wind attributes stayed to protect the homeland.

    The quick mobilization compensated for the reduced number of domestic players remaining.

    Had they insisted on maintaining air routes and abandoned the sea...

    And if many Water-attribute players had remained in other countries...

    "Things wouldn't have been contained as they have been."

    Kim Yul chuckled, watching the still-moving cars, flickering traffic lights, and people walking in the streets.

    "He's an extraordinary guy."

    Everything was unfolding exactly as Hyunwoo wished.

    Shaking his head with amazement, he returned home.

    An apartment complex not far from the guild headquarters.

    Hyunwoo, Kim Yul, and Yang Taeho's couple settled there.

    "The doctor and Hyung are probably at the hospital, and the twins... are home."

    Kim Yul opened the door after confirming the twins' presence downstairs.

    The home where Hyunwoo and he lived was directly above where Seo's family and the twins lived.

    Since the two players often closed Holes and led irregular lives, they thoughtfully separated living spaces.

    Sometimes they even changed clothes just to head out again during busy times.

    Hyunwoo seemed to think it was better to live separately than wake his family late at night.

    The top floor where they stayed was inaccessible to others, thanks to the Guardian Tree item.

    Therefore, insisting on living in the same house was pointless.

    "It seems he's subtly considering not leaving me alone."

    Most importantly, having separate living spaces made it easy to take care of Rice Cake.

    "Wow."

    Returning home, Kim Yul peeked into Hyunwoo's room and murmured with disbelief.

    "How much bigger are you going to grow?"

    Of course, the sight of Rice Cake, lying on its belly in the room, turned its head away at his question.

    Regardless, Kim Yul measured its size, rubbing his forehead.

    "I doubt it'll fit through the door anymore..."

    After transitioning to Earth, Hyunwoo's mana supply became quite regular.

    Perhaps due to this, Rice Cake, which had been slightly larger than a large dog, was now bigger than a refrigerator.

    Honestly, it was large enough to be mistaken for a monster if brought outside.

    "Hyung seems intent on keeping Rice Cake and media exposure a secret."

    As a consequence, few people knew about Rice Cake.

    Similarly, little was known about the fairy brought home with Rice Cake.

    "He seems to be pondering how to handle it."

    As if hearing Kim Yul's thoughts, the door to the fairies' room softly opened.

    "You're back...?"

    "Yes, have you been well?"

    "We're doing fine... with nothing to do."

    Kim Yul awkwardly smiled in response to Dennis's forlorn voice.

    He worried that they might fall into depression.

    Without currently receiving instructions from Hyunwoo, they couldn't act on their own.

    Instructions would likely follow once Hyunwoo reached a decision.

    Until then, they should maintain current orders and stay well.

    Kim Yul removed his dusty and bloody clothes and took a shower.

    Subsequently, he rummaged through the fridge, seeking something to eat, but found nothing.

    "Looks like I'll have to go shopping..."

    He often ate out, but the fairies were bound indoors, so stocking up on food was essential.

    "They could have told me food was running out."

    Kim Yul gathered his jacket, ready to head to the mart.

    Before he could leave, though, someone entered the house first.

    "You need to fix that constant worrying habit of yours."

    Alongside footsteps, the sound of the door's keypad echoed.

    "Aren't you too nonchalant? Aren't you worried about Hyung?"

    "Who says I'm not? I'm just saying you're overthinking! Us worrying and trembling here won't change anything."

    Hyunwoo's siblings, Jinwoo and Yeonwoo, had arrived.

    "Stop fighting by the entrance and come inside."

    "Huh? Oh, you were home?"

    Upon hearing Kim Yul's voice, Yeonwoo, who had just entered, greeted him pleasantly.

    "I just got home."

    "I read about the Purification—it went well, right? You're not hurt?"

    "As you can see."

    Shrugging casually, Kim Yul followed Yeonwoo inside and asked Jinwoo, who followed after her.
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    "What's that? Is it a side dish? I was just about to go shopping."

    "There are fairies at your place, right? I thought they'd be running low, so that's why I came... and it's really empty. You just got here, didn't you? Have you eaten?"

    "I was just about to eat."

    "I cooked the food, so you two handle the cleanup. I'm going to see Rice Cake!"

    Leaving Yeonwoo, who headed to Hyunwoo's room, behind, Jinwoo and Kim Yul started stacking the side dish containers neatly in the fridge.

    While organizing the side dishes, Jinwoo asked about Hyunwoo.

    "Have you received any news from him?"

    "There have been battle reports reaching the guild... but if I leak them, Hyunwoo would really kill me."

    "... It's nothing serious."

    Kim Yul looked down at the crown of Jinwoo's head as he was stacking the lower shelves.

    'Should I call him timid, or sensitive? He's really different from Yeonwoo or Hyunwoo.'

    Debating what to say, Kim Yul forced a lively tone.

    "This time, Kang Yeonwoo is right."

    "Huh?"

    "Don't worry too much. Worrying here won't change anything... and more than anything, your brother isn't someone who dies easily."

    Honestly, even if he were to die, he'd find a way back stubbornly. Just as Kim Yul finished speaking, Yeonwoo dashed out from the bedroom, shouting with Rice Cake in his arms.

    "Hey, hey! Breaking news! It's suspected that another legion commander has appeared in Saudi Arabia! Aren't we going to lose at this rate? How?"

    "Just a moment ago, you told Kang Jinwoo not to worry too much... no need for fuss. The on-site players will handle it well."

    Despite Kim Yul's relaxed response, a chill ran down his spine.

    Saudi Arabia.

    A place Hyunwoo would join after closing all the holes in Ukraine. Yet, he couldn't disclose it to the twins.

    'Everything should be alright.'

    Yes, it would be alright.

    Isn't he famously known as the world's strongest?

    He already had experience in eliminating a legion commander.

    No trouble would arise just because the battle situation had turned slightly unfavorable.

    Kim Yul clung to his trust in Hyunwoo, shaking off the rising unease bit by bit.

    * * *

    "Huff! Huff!"

    Panting raggedly, footsteps pounded against empty space, a man leaping through the air without a glance back.

    'I must inform them quickly!'

    A month had passed since the official player draft began at the association.

    The situation, where vital areas globally were under attack, had dragged on.

    About half of these situations resolved, while the other half continued to suffer fierce offensives.

    Particularly concerning was Saudi Arabia, where, starting last week, the situation reversed, and the player side began to be overpowered.

    Monsters pushed beyond the holes, creating battle lines on Earth.

    As expected, the monsters expanded their territory, protecting the holes.

    Moreover, new holes continued to emerge around the legion.

    Consequently, the number of players ambushed increased day by day.

    The region to the northeast, where the man was stationed a while ago, similarly suffered.

    Part of a pursuit team searching for new holes, he had moved with his companions as usual.

    A hole had opened on the spot they stopped to rest.

    Simultaneously, a bizarre barrier surrounded them.

    Painted completely black, nothing beyond the barrier could be seen.

    He had been left alone outside, having stepped away momentarily for nature's call, without his walkie-talkie.

    Adding insult to injury, a sudden hole opened, unveiling a general-rank entity.

    'Damn it!'

    He was the only one who could relay the incident here.

    Desperately, the man ran to the best of his ability.

    But he wasn't alone in giving his all.

    The monster also gave its utmost to capture him, gaining the upper hand in the struggle of effort.

    "Ugh!"

    A tail studded with sharp spikes aimed menacingly at the man's shoulder.

    As he threw himself sideways to evade, the general-rank beings surrounded him.

    He gritted his teeth at the dire situation.

    'Five 7-star general-ranks.'

    Far too many for someone of his silver rank to handle effectively.

    Attempting an offensive would be his downfall.

    Escape held more promise, and his foot stamped reflexively.

    Boom!

    Ground rumbled as jagged-edged rocky spikes jutted out.

    A favored escape or attack technique for earth-attribute players—Brambled Earth.

    Moreover, it was the highest-grade magic available to him, consuming substantial mana.

    Rather than showering ineffective low-tier magics, he gambled on a single strike.

    A wise decision indeed.

    The general-rank monsters leaped into the air, avoiding the unpredictably emerging stone spikes.

    In the interval, the man attempted to sneak away through the thick rocky spikes.

    Magic rained down from airborne general-ranks.

    "Uwaagh!"

    Stones shattered above, scattering debris.

    Even his body, impervious to ordinary swords, bore minor scrapes.

    "Get him, now! Bind his feet...!"

    Guttural, feral growls from general-ranks.

    A battlefield-honed survival instinct screamed a warning.

    Without a second thought, he flung himself forward.

    An invisible sharp blade slashed at the spot he vacated.

    Quickly erecting a barrier of earth, he retreated.

    But the wind blades pursued, closing in.

    In desperation, he utilized his precious magic stone.

    Shhh-shing!

    Tiny, razor-sharp ice shards whirled around the general-rank using wind-elemental magic.

    Black blood gushed out, staining the ice shard vortex a dark hue.

    「A target has been eliminated. Absorbing 288,693 units of corrupted mana.」

    He had no time to register the message of mana absorption.

    The other general-ranks had already extended threatening claws towards him.

    'I should have prepared a wide area magic!'

    Although regretful of inaction, such magics wouldn't manifest out of thin air.

    It wasn't feasible to purchase and effectively utilize magic from the shop now.

    "Argh!"

    Dragging his feet now caused a devastating result.

    The rocky spikes, mostly destroyed, exposed him to the general-ranks anew.

    Facing the rising peril, he racked his brain furiously.

    Options weren't plentiful.

    His chaos level was too high to purchase magic stones effective against general-ranks.

    'I'm reaching my limit.'

    The defeated general-rank's demise had spiked his chaos level significantly.

    With statistics showing that heightened aggression doubled combat mortality, the stakes were life and death.

    He felt duty-bound, having unwillingly joined as a player amidst alien invasion instilling fear worldwide.

    But that sense of duty didn't equate to a willingness to Die recklessly.

    Ultimately, he opted for a barrier magic stone from the shop over an attack one.

    Breaking the stone, erecting a barrier just in time.

    "Huff."

    The tail swung precisely aiming at his head, grazing mere inches past.

    Saved by a hair's breadth! Catching a rattled breath, the player's heart leaped at the resounding thump.

    "No, no way!"

    Where he stood moments ago.

    A colossal shadow rose, rivaling a building, behind the black curtain.

    'The hole erupted!'

    Failing to handle the open hole in time allowed beasts from beyond to spill through.

    The precarious situation worsened on this already beleaguered battlefield!

    'I need to stop it, but how? What should I do?'

    Hiding in the barrier, the silver-rank member paled.

    He pondered the fate of fellow players trapped behind the black screen. Could they have perished?

    How long could he withstand using the barrier stone here? Should he make a run for it now?

    But how would he dodge the general-ranks outside the barrier?

    'What should I do...'

    Perhaps facing being dismembered and escaping was better.

    Gritting his teeth, he trembled within the barrier.

    Helplessness and despair enveloped him like a shroud.

    Then, suddenly a bright flash descended from the sky, refreshing his message window.

    「Entering Alpha's Domain.」

    「Corrupted mana is purified.」

    「Kyaaa!」

    The majestic motion of the gargantuan shadow crumbled all at once.

    Flash, flash

    Such intense light burst forth, making it hard to keep his eyes open.

    Just two sentences and sudden illumination provided enough to speculate on the identity of the new arrival.

    The Alpha with purification trait is the utmost protected. Typically guarded deep within, and rarely roams freely.

    For Alpha to appear in such an outsider region defies reasoning.

    But there is one notable exception, an Alpha strolling the battlefield relying solely on his might.

    Known by all.

    "K!"

    News of his transfer here post-Ukraine's complete settlement wasn't mistaken.

    Feeling strength leave his legs, the man collapsed to the ground.

    Light pierced, scattering the generals surrounding him in agitation.

    "Support?"

    "Pursue?"

    "Exterminate, exterminate first...! The barrier, we must break...!"

    Before they concluded, things progressed.

    Splat!

    Tearing through earth, spiky stones shot up violently.

    Much quicker, denser, and firmer than his original enactment. Two general-ranks pierce through with no time to react.

    The remaining two leaped skywards.

    Thud! Bang!

    With a hefty blow, one general was hammered directly on the head and obliterated.

    The last one was ensnared by rapid-growing vines.

    Those vines, when cut, burnt or torn, obstinately regrew, dragging it relentlessly to the ground.

    As the last general sank into the earth, black ichor spurted forth.

    'Burial alive...'

    A magic costing millions in Gold at the Gold-rank shop.

    Witnessing this simple carnage from within the barrier, the player registered disbelief.

    "Aye, that was nemesis-rank, alright? Quite worth the haste, eh?"

    Holding a large hammer and shield, the tall and burly Yang Taeho commented toward the barrier.

    "You're the player, eh? It's all over, come on out."

    Emerging cautiously from the barrier, the player tried to collect himself before expressing gratitude.

    "A, uh, thank you? No, I mean... thank you first..."

    Kaboom!

    A resounding boom echoed, as if a bomb exploded.

    It made the surviving player stagger from its force.

    Yang Taeho steadied him, glanced heavenwards.

    "Spectacular."

    To prove the recent explosion wasn't imaginary, a massive plume of smoke was expanding.

    The intense heat emanating from the blast was an added bonus.

    'Is that K...'

    To incinerate everything in sight alone.

    Having watched battle footage, witnessing it firsthand left him speechless.

    Eulogies praising his combat power were somewhat justified.

    Today he keenly felt the validity.

    But perplexingly, there was silence following the explosion.

    "Why, why is it so quiet? Could it be that K encountered trouble...?"

    "Trouble? Bwahaha! You have quite the imagination!"

    Laughing heartily, Yang Taeho nonchalantly remarked.

    "They've passed through the hole, no doubt."

    Only by entering Bihar can it be destroyed.

    It inferred that the nemesis-rank passage was his next objective.

    Yang Taeho's guess was pinpoint.

    For within minutes, the unique energy from the hole dissipated.

    Signalling his approach were approaching presences from the explosion site.

    Damned System
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    "Did it end quickly?"

    In response to Yang Taeho's question, I nodded and answered, "Only one nemesis-rank emerged."

    "Even though it ended quickly, why was it like that?"

    However, when it came to the following question, I had to take a moment to choose my words carefully.

    'I need to organize my thoughts.'

    While I was in Bihar earlier, I had slaughtered a vast number of monsters. It wasn't on a scale to match a legion, but it was more than a detachment usually led by a general-rank.

    'Why was a nemesis-rank acting alone with those creatures?'

    Just as I was about to destroy the messeo, I spotted a wrecked one next to it. But what was that wrecked one by its side? There was no proof left by the scattered mana that what I saw was a messeo.

    Yet, finding a single woman's shoe amidst the monsters and thinking it wasn't a messeo felt even stranger.

    'I don't know the scale, but...'

    Why were the destroyed messeo laid out side by side? Pondering the enigma, I queried the player, who was practically the only survivor at the scene.

    As I roughly discerned the situation, the questions only deepend.

    'Is there a separate hole for general-rank?'

    When I arrived, there was only one hole in the vicinity.

    'If so, the other one must've been closed before I got there.'

    Who did it? How? Various questions began to branch out. I tried piecing together the information I held to make a deduction.

    'Let's first organize what we know about the hole.'

    Based on what I've learned from communicating with the Damned System, the size of mana introduced to Earth through the hole is closely correlated with the level of creatures that can pass through it.

    It was impossible for a legion commander with ten stars to pass using the messeo in a level 1 corrupted area.

    Generally, the rank of the messeo connected to that hole denotes the evolution rank that can utilize it.

    But what if there were exceptions to that common knowledge?

    As my thoughts reached there, an unsettling hypothesis appeared.

    'What if it wasn't an artificial closure but rather a destruction?'

    After five general-rank creatures passed through, leaving no one to close it, the hole was closed. What if it naturally ceased to exist due to exceeding its original capacity?

    'Not good.'

    If the rank of the hole is low, the time it takes for it to open again decreases. And if the enemies found a way to use low-rank holes to send elite forces...

    'I need to prepare.'

    We must strengthen hole detection. But, with the current player manpower, we cannot handle it. Even now, incidents occasionally arise because not all holes are discovered.

    Hence, there's only one option remaining.

    "6th selection..."

    It seems the time has come to force more people into this war. It wasn't something I welcomed, yet I knew it would inevitably arrive sooner or later.

    Essentially, I wasn't wrong in my predictions.

    No sooner had Bihar nearly met its end than the monsters began launching a full-scale assault on Earth.

    Fortunately, because powerful figures had already been deployed in several areas, while there were casualties, there was no retreat.

    'If I was alone, I would never have been able to handle it.'

    Earth needs more forces for its defense. Once I tidy up the front in Saudi Arabia, I must discuss with the Damned System and the necessary gods to proceed.

    "What is it, why are you saying this?"

    Right then, Yang Taeho kept asking questions.

    After having finished sorting through my thoughts, I let out a brief sigh and answered.

    "Well, it's going to be troublesome? It's just an assumption, but to flexibly respond, we need to take measures."

    "It really is a mountain beyond a mountain."

    Hearing the unfavorable news, Yang Taeho too, let out a deep, helpless sigh.

    "The state of the players hasn't been good as it is..."

    True—it wasn't. As the battles dragged on, especially the players' mental states were precarious. The overall Chaos level was getting high, which was a problem, indeed.

    For the 5th players, the situation was repeatedly too harsh for them to bear.

    Unlike other rounds, who adjusted their pace and grew accordingly,

    'The 5th faced a massive crisis immediately upon being selected from Bihar and another similar incident on Earth...'

    Their modern minds, accustomed to peace, began to break down under the harsh conditions they couldn't withstand.

    'The suicide rate was 2.2% just last week... it's spiraling out of control.'

    Evidence of this has been shown in the steadily rising number of those opting for a self-inflicted end over the past month.

    It highlighted just how cornered the players were becoming.

    'Psychiatrists are providing counseling support, but...'

    Whether pairing mentally unstable players with civilian doctors was ideal kept being questioned.

    If a player were to lose control just once and lash out, desks and furniture would shatter.

    Concerns were growing ever louder that the doctors might directly be endangered by such instability.

    'And indeed, there was an incident related to that recently.'

    I merely wished to win this war. Yet the issues I must tackle to gain that victory are piling up like a mountain, beyond just combat.

    Just as I sighed deeply, a transmission came through the earphones I had plugged in.

    "This is communication, K. May I ask your estimated time of arrival?"

    Pressing the transmission button, I responded stolidly.

    "I'll arrive within ten minutes."

    Initially, I was heading north towards the battlefield where a new legion commander had been sighted.

    Then suddenly, sensing a nemesis-rank equivalent mana, I rushed there.

    'First, I'll sort out the battlefield.'

    After that, the other problems could be resolved. Just like always, step by step, firmly and steadily.

    Adding to my to-do list, I then lifted the Silver rank player and said, "For now, let's head north."

    Since the rest of the search team wasn't annihilated, he'd need to report to the command unit to receive a new affiliation.

    "Yes, yes!"

    Hearing the player's answer, Yang Taeho and I swiftly left the place.

    ***

    "Hello, everyone!"

    Someone might criticize him for doing a carefree live broadcast amidst such a chaotic time, but Kim Yul firmly arranged his laptop and camera on the table in front of the sofa.

    Then he warned the fairies and Rice Cake not to leave their rooms under any circumstances.

    "Today's an impromptu live stream."

    He comfortably set up the broadcast, adjusted the camera angle, and smiled leisurely.

    'Because it's the role Hyunwoo assigned to me.'

    Despite his usual dislike for online media or broadcasts, because it was important for Kim Yul, he showed enough respect to collaborate by setting aside his own preferences.

    Hence, maintaining a favorable public sentiment and influence through consistent exposure and interaction was a key task for Kim Yul.

    "Let's just chat today."

    - Love it.

    - I've been waiting for today.

    - Yul-ha! You're so handsome today too!

    - But where now? It isn't the guild studio.

    As soon as the live began, viewers quickly logged in, flooding the chat. Using his quick eye for detail, Kim Yul caught up and responded gracefully.

    "Today, I'm streaming from home."

    - Amazing!

    - Isn't this the first house reveal?

    - When is K returning? There's word breaking out that players gathered in Saudi were ordered to disperse—is it true?

    Despite messages that seemed to come from aspiring journalists in the chat, he skillfully ignored them.

    - Show us around!

    - Let's have a virtual housewarming party!

    - Is this the living room? Why is it so empty? There are too few furniture pieces.

    There was no way he could show his housemates, so naturally, he had to decline proposals.

    "I'll conduct a house tour once we've decorated it a bit more. Both Hyunwoo and I barely spend time at home lately; only the basic electronics and furniture are in place for real use."

    A suitable chat to shift the subject suddenly popped up.

    - Yul-ah, I'm evacuating in a bunker due to a hole in Gangneung ㅠㅠㅠ It's really scary ㅠㅠ

    "Evacuating in a bunker you say? Wait, if it's Gangneung...?"

    Checking details on the Guardian app from his smartphone, Kim Yul reviewed the hole status by region.

    "Currently, only one hole is being attacked in Gangneung."

    After confirming a familiar term, Kim Yul reassured the viewer not to worry unnecessarily.

    "Don't worry too much. I know the players there; they're quite competent. The purification will conclude soon, and you'll be able to go home. Meanwhile, let me accompany you here. I'm on standby today, so I won't step outside."

    - You're an E. Can you really do that?

    "Ah! Come on, I also have moments when I want to be a homebody too, you know?"

    - Sometimes....

    - Sometimes...

    - Oh boy, sometimes hahaha.

    - For me, it's every day...

    - That is the epitome of an extreme E.

    - What will you do at home?

    - Reaction video?

    "Hmm, truly, what should I do... I've rarely spent leisure time at home..."

    While pretending to ponder, Kim Yul's smartwatch abruptly vibrated on his wrist.

    "Eh?"

    As he picked up the phone he'd just tossed onto the sofa behind him, seemingly nothing out of the ordinary.

    "It seems a hole has emerged."

    And it was close to home.

    "Planned to stay in, but seems even heaven isn't helping."

    Just his luck for a hole to pop up in his jurisdiction.

    "It's a residential area, so it'd be faster for me to go than waiting for the on-site players to arrive..."

    - Lol!

    - The best timing.

    - Indeed, homebody isn't just for anyone.

    - Go and return soon.

    "There's no need to turn off the stream, right?"

    - Yep, we'll wait.

    - Keep the cam on! We'll wait here.

    - Yes, yes, yes, don't turn it off.

    - We're here to demand a guaranteed live from the Pink Retriever!

    - Since we've got nothing to do anyway.

    - We're the true homebodies.

    "Alright..."

    Glancing beyond the camera, Kim Yul quickly set aside worries.

    'They rarely leave their rooms anyway.'

    Based on the Guardian app's information, the hole's rank was low.

    'Should take about 20, 30 minutes. Nothing much would happen during that?'

    Having donned his gear placed in the room, Kim Yul tilted the laptop and camera slightly towards the veranda.

    Just in case, he figured it was better to capture outdoor footage rather than the interior of his home.

    "Alright, I'll keep the cam on. While I'm gone, feel free to have your meal or finish any errands!"

    And rather than through the front door, he opened the veranda window, stepping over the railing as he spoke.

    "I'll be right back!"

    Waving towards the camera he left behind, Kim Yul unhesitatingly leaped from the veranda.

    Then he began striding across the air, away into the distance.

    Observing the scene, viewers left comments in the chat.

    - Why did he go out that way? Hahaha

    - Hahahahaha

    - Doors are unnecessary.

    - ??? Is entering and exiting possible from there?

    - Hahaha, it seems quite high, impressive.

    - I want to fly too, huh?ㅠㅠㅠ

    After Kim Yul vacated the scene,

    Peace enveloped the visible area beyond the camera.

    While viewers engaged in idle chatter or busied themselves in their spaces, time seemed to have slipped by unknowingly.

    Beep beep.

    The sound of the door lock clicked.

    - Is Yul back already?

    - Why come through the door this time?

    - Was he perhaps scolded by security?

    - Pink Retriever! Show your face quickly!

    - Where are you, and turn the cam swiftly!

    The once quiet chat had started updating rapidly.

    - Where's the front door?

    - Probably behind the camera.

    - Yul, come quickly.

    However, contrary to the viewers' expectations, Kim Yul never appeared in the camera's view.

    Instead, an outer coat—someone's—fell onto the table where the laptop was located.

    Then, with a flop,

    Someone was caught lounging face down on the sofa just at the edge of the screen's frame.

    "Hoo."

    The deep sigh of a person who lay face-down on the sofa, their head turned towards the camera's direction, was picked up by the camera mic.

    Upon recognizing his face, viewers started reacting intensely.

    - Gasp!

    - It's K

    - It's K!

    - K?

    - Oh my, K appeared.

    Unexpectedly, it was Hyunwoo—having returned after fully concluding operations in Saudi Arabia—caught in the camera during Kim Yul's live broadcast.

    Damned System
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    - It seems like he doesn't know the camera is on.

    - Yeah, yeah, his eyes are closed right now.

    - Hyunwoo oppaaaa ㅠㅠㅠㅠ

    - But he looks really exhausted.

    - Quiet down! What if he realizes and turns off the camera?

    - Everyone, shush!

    - ...... What's with these idiots?

    - That's some creative nonsense.

    - If he had his chat notifications on, he would have woken up by now.

    - Don't ruin our secret peeping and just quietly watch!

    - K, K, K!

    Contrary to the noisy chat room, Hyunwoo lay quietly on the sofa. He didn't move a muscle, almost as if he was asleep.

    If it weren't for the steady rise and fall of his chest, one might have imagined something dangerous.

    - He must be really tired, what should we do ㅠㅠㅠㅠ

    - It's been 43 days since conscription under the association's decree started. He's been on the battlefield the whole time, so it's understandable he'd be exhausted.

    - We should send him some supplements or something.

    - Let's organize a fan club notice to send tonic!

    Just as everyone was voicing their concern, a loud noise suddenly interrupted as the camera's position changed.

    - Oh, oh, oh!

    - Keep the camera steady!

    - We need to capture K oppa sleeping!

    To be precise, the table on which the camera rested had moved entirely.

    This caused Hyunwoo's appearance to become clearer, as the table moved further away from the sofa.

    Suddenly, a white fluffy mass appeared on screen between the table and the sofa.

    Rice Cake had wedged its large head between the sofa and the table. Perhaps startled by this unexpected event, the chat room fell silent for a moment.

    Then, after a brief stillness, messages began pouring in at an incredible speed.

    - ????????

    - ??????????????

    - What is that?

    - ???? What's that.......

    Amidst the ongoing confusion and queries, Hyunwoo, who had been lying deathly still, extended his hand towards Rice Cake, eyes still closed.

    "Why."

    In response, Rice Cake nuzzled its face into Hyunwoo's hand.

    - Wow, that thing, those are eyes.

    - The head is... nearly as big as K's torso?

    - How big is its body?

    - Unbelievable...

    - Is it a dog? Or a wolf?

    - No way that's just a normal beast. The size is monstrous.

    - K is keeping a monster at home?

    As the chat room descended further into chaos, blue sparks flowed from Hyunwoo's hand.

    The scene of Rice Cake absorbing all of those was captured in the video.

    "Is that enough?"

    Pouring out a considerable amount of mana, Hyunwoo spoke in a weary voice, "I'm going to sleep, so don't disturb me."

    Then he turned over, pulling a cover over his eyes.

    Rice Cake lay down beside the sofa as if agreeing not to cause any disruption, resting its face on the floor.

    The room went silent once more.

    It was so quiet that even the sound of his even breathing barely registered on the microphone. Minutes later, an unexpected guest appeared on screen.

    Flap flap.

    Hovering over Hyunwoo's head with small wings was something.

    - ?????????????????

    - ????????????

    - What's happening today?

    - What's that now?

    - Tinkerbell......?

    Leaving the chaos in the chat, Dennis landed on Hyunwoo's head. Soon, sparkling powder fell from Dennis's wings.

    Then, Hyunwoo's tensioned body visibly relaxed.

    Five minutes, ten minutes passed.

    "Was it you?"

    Hyunwoo's low voice was picked up by the microphone, reaching the audience. Dennis's reply wasn't audible, but...

    "What do you think? It's a dream that this damned war is over."

    Clearly, some form of conversation was taking place between them.

    "Absolutely, by any means necessary."

    Viewers continued to pour curiosity and confusion into the chat. Meanwhile, Rice Cake, which had been lying quietly on the floor, once again nudged its face into Hyunwoo's hand.

    "Why are you so clingy today?"

    Sighing in exasperation, Hyunwoo rose up and rubbed Rice Cake's head only to freeze with a jolt.

    - He saw us.

    - He definitely did.

    - This is a hundred percent it ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

    - Looks super startled ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

    - Damn, it was good while it lasted.

    - Don't turn it off, don't turn it off! We're waiting for our Yul!

    - K must guarantee our stream!

    - But we've already seen everything we needed, heehee.

    - Journalists are pouring out articles? Just a heads-up not to be too shocked.

    Viewers, having seen a thoroughly surprised Hyunwoo, once again began flooding the chat. And just at that moment, a familiar voice sounded.

    "Urrgh?!"

    Kim Yul, using his wind step, had appeared on the balcony just as quickly as he had left.

    Seeing the scene in the living room, he stood frozen, unsure of where to even start fixing the situation.

    It was only natural — a person who seemingly would never make such a mistake had caused one of such a scale.

    Instead of Kim Yul, it was Hyunwoo who began to get the situation under control.

    "... Just turn it off."

    With a deep sigh, Kim Yul quickly shut the laptop and turned off the camera at his words. The livestream, which had reached a million viewers, ended just like that.

    ***

    "I thought there'd be no problem.... They don't come out of their rooms when I'm around!"

    "Who said anything?"

    "...... Am I not in trouble?"

    Why? Looking at me with eyes that seemed to plead innocence, I gave Kim Yul a gentle thump on the head.

    Knowing that creatures who should remain hidden are openly in the house, yet leaving the camera on when you leave? This deserved a scolding a hundred times over.

    "Ow! Why'd you hit me?!"

    "You're lucky it's just one hit... if you want more, say so. I'll be happy to oblige."

    "N-No, there's no need for such scary words."

    Kim Yul, with an awkward smile, slowly backed away on his knees. I let him retreat and slightly furrowed my brow.

    At this point, the revelation of the fairies and Rice Cake was not part of my plan. Honestly, I'd wanted to keep Rice Cake hidden, if possible.

    'Although it's not an insurmountable problem as it is now.'

    The magic tool requested from the dwarves would complete soon, and Rice Cake would no longer appear so massive.

    Given that it was out now, I decided not to dwell too much.

    The accidental exposure of the fairy race, though...

    'This might not be so bad.'

    Until now, the fairies hadn't really had a role. With their background as traitors, revealing their existence was somewhat troublesome.

    That's why I had practically confined them at home, cutting off contact with the outside world.

    But seeing what Dennis did for me today, it seemed they might have found their role.

    'Suicide rate, dreams, players, counseling...'

    As Dennis calmly perched on my knee, I mulled over my thoughts silently for a while.

    "... Why are you looking at me like that, human?"

    Dennis swallowed nervously, eyes darting around as if uneasy. At that moment, my scattered thoughts solidified.

    "That damned 'human' remark."

    Seizing Dennis in my grasp, I rose from my seat. Rice Cake also got up and trailed right behind me.

    Perhaps from not seeing me in a while, he seemed clingier than usual. With my free hand, I stroked Rice Cake's head and headed toward the room where the fairies stayed.

    Inside, a couple of hundred fairies lived closely packed together. Thanks to giving them the largest master bedroom, they managed to live together comfortably enough.

    "If you want to truly adapt and live here, you should at least form the habit of calling people by name."

    Don't forget that the people in this world have never abducted and enslaved you before.

    "If you approach with hostility first, it's only natural others will reciprocate with discomfort."

    Such habits, if perpetuated, will only increase those who are delighted by your misfortune.

    "If something happens to you, you must create allies to support and defend you, not make enemies."

    Upon witnessing the sights in the master bedroom, I hurriedly pointed out Dennis's attitude, and Kim Yul slyly interjected into the conversation.

    "He only calls you 'human', but he's always polite and uses my name correctly."

    "What?"

    "He always shows respect to me and uses my proper name."

    As I looked down at Dennis, narrowing my eyes, he pretended not to notice and evaded my gaze. He then slipped smoothly from my grasp.

    "Then that's enough."

    Seeing as he usually conducted himself well, I had no intention of further reprimanding him.

    I looked at the beautifully light-filled master bedroom, occupied by hundreds of fairies, and their leader, Dennis, intently staring at me.

    "Select a few, including those especially fair in looks."

    "... Fair looks? For what?"

    At my seemingly random statement, Dennis looked at me suspiciously. His gaze was displeasing, as if I was some sort of rogue.

    To root out those unfounded thoughts, I stated plainly, "To shoot a commercial."

    "A commercial?"

    Dennis tilted his head in confusion. Given their background as traitors, their standing wasn't necessarily favorable compared to the other demi-humans.

    But they were already brought here, and now today, I discovered a practical use for them.

    'The ability to manipulate dreams.'

    It could offer a mental respite for the players whose minds were becoming increasingly worn out.

    In that case, shouldn't I create an environment that eliminates barriers to their acceptance?

    'If the fairies show themselves, there will surely be those among the Biharin who start rumors.'

    To properly wield their dream manipulation abilities, we would need to minimize any image damage from such statements and emphasize the necessity.

    Even if the Biharin scorned and denounced the fairies' past, if there were enough who sought them and if their usefulness was apparent, they could secure their footing.

    'And this would become their distinct influence.'

    Thus, someday, they would have the power to stand on their own.

    After a week of short deliberations and a firm conclusion, Dennis and the fairies' smiling faces filled the media.

    ***

    「(Palao Guild) New Consortium with Demi-Humans!」

    「Welfare Benefits for Player Stability, is there a Separate Qualification?」

    「Verification of 'Battlefield Experience Certificate' to be Issued Under Association's Jurisdiction.」

    「(Exclusive) All About the Race that Manipulates Dreams, the Fairies.」

    After officially concluding the press conference and returning to the guild, a flood of reports came in.

    "Is that really me...?"

    Dennis, who had attended the press conference with me, stared intently at my smartphone. The newly released commercial from this morning was playing.

    I spoke to him in a business-like voice. "You know trial operations start at the Palao headquarters tomorrow, right? Do well."

    Taking care of players' mental health in the realm of dreams. That was the role allotted to the fairies in this war.

    Though not directly participating in frontline battles...

    'It's no small task.'

    After all, they would be supporting the continued progress of the war.

    With this, I felt I could say I fulfilled my responsibility for bringing them along. When the fairy-made commercial ended, an automatic replayed video began playing.

    What showed first was a no-entry tape set up around a Hole. Beside it stood a female reporter.

    「I am at the site of the Hole appearance in Sangamdong. First, I bring you the update that the Hole has been safely sealed.」

    She articulated in a calm tone, explaining the situation.

    「For more details, let's hear from Ms. Rashar, who was in charge of this operation. Ms. Rashar?」

    Next to her stood a familiar figure.

    「Hello. I'm Rashar Bennett from the Palao Guild.」

    「Thank you so much for your time despite your fatigue. Has the operation concluded safely? For the audience who might be worried...」

    Watching Rashar conduct the interview in awkward Korean, I turned off the screen before it ended.

    'It's unsettling just looking at that face.'

    While I was in the foreign battlefield, lashara and most of the Biharin were working domestically, gradually building their heroic tales.

    Thanks to that, their support and recognition had significantly increased.

    That went as me and the association intended. It wouldn't be good if the public sentiment towards them turned hostile.

    'Well, I guess they've settled in without major ripple effects.'

    After that, I returned to the guild with Dennis without any further incidents.

    And as soon as we arrived on the floor with my office, a familiar voice called out.

    "K!"

    It was Berta, suddenly appearing out of the studio office.
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    "Oh? Hyunwoo is here, isn't he?"

    Following this, Kim Yul peeked out into the hallway with a camera.

    Berta, who had arrived close to me, leapt quickly.

    If it had been a Bronze rank, the force would have been overwhelming.

    I was so used to it that I accepted her casually.

    "Why do you always charge at me? Can't you come calmly sometimes?"

    With Berta having arrived, my shoulder was her territory.

    No sooner had Berta settled on my shoulder than Dennis was pushed aside.

    "Ugh! You, you ill-mannered Beastfolk!"

    While Dennis hurriedly flew up and protested, Berta was only interested in my hair.

    Kim Yul then gestured to me and said, "Hyung! We're doing a live broadcast, want to join?"

    Although there were some tasks left to do.

    'It's time to increase the fairy's exposure.'

    I thought I would stop by, hold the position for a while, and then leave only Dennis behind.

    "What are you talking about today?"

    Pretending to readily accept the offer, I stepped into the studio and instantly regretted my choice.

    "K, welcome!"

    "Long time no see."

    "...... Indeed, it's been a while."

    Ahel, Breche, and even Rashar.

    The Biharin affiliated with the Demi-human Alliance were sitting.

    While I was frozen, the live broadcast was going well.

    "Wow, look at the viewer count. Isn't everyone being too biased towards Hyunwoo hyung and me?"

    Rumors spread across online communities that I appeared, and viewers rapidly increased.

    - Yul, you're cute, but K is cool.

    - You can't compare with K.

    - I'm your fan, but K is on another level.

    - It is as it is, but I still prefer the pink retriever.

    Messages scrolled quickly on the big screen hanging on the wall.

    - Wow, it's a fairy.

    - It's that fairy from the press conference with the pink hair.

    - Show us the fairy, please.

    Among them, there were quite a few chats talking about the fairy.

    Since I had already come, I had no intention of running away.

    Feigning nonchalance, I entered the studio.

    Seeing an empty spot next to Breche, I took the seat and greeted.

    "What brings you here?"

    "Berta watched you on TV and ransacked the house to bring her to the guild."

    As Breche lightly answered, Kim Yul tossed me a microphone.

    While I attached it to my clothes, Kim Yul fixed the camera and continued the live broadcast.

    "Oh, the fairies? Hmm... To be honest, it's hard for me to say since I just brought them when Hyunwoo hyung suddenly decided to take them along."

    Laughing awkwardly, Kim Yul glanced at Dennis.

    "Dennis, would you like to greet the viewers?"

    Dennis, who had followed me into the studio, looked at me cautiously.

    He seemed to be checking whether he could go ahead or not.

    I simply motioned towards the camera with my chin, and Dennis flew to where Kim Yul was.

    Kim Yul hesitated briefly with the microphone before carelessly handing it over.

    Dennis, who reluctantly embraced the microphone that was as big as his body, said,

    "Hello..."

    I observed this through the large monitor mounted on the studio wall.

    As his small figure was caught on camera, the chat room erupted into chaos.

    - Cute!

    - Adorable!

    - I wish I could have one too!

    Though there were some odd comments interspersed in between.

    Due to his appearance resembling something from a fairy tale, the reactions were overall positive.

    Dennis stepped forward to chat with people for a while.

    - Look at those people praising.

    - Are you really that thoughtless?

    - Why did K bring those traitors?

    - What if they betray us all the way to Earth?

    The hostile voices criticizing the fairies as traitors reached the studio.

    Their malice was not aimed solely at the fairy species.

    It was directed towards all Demi-humans who had crossed over from Bihar.

    'They're claiming their taxes were drained by the Biharin, and they're already taking away the few jobs available.'

    I was considering stepping in if Dennis failed to handle it properly.

    "That part shouldn't blame the fairies. I honestly understand."

    Unexpectedly, it was Breche at the side of the studio who spoke up.

    Everyone was wearing Translation magic tools, so they seemed to have no trouble reading.

    "We suffered a lot from slave hunting too. Many children of Berta's age were kidnapped, treated like pets, and died."

    Kim Yul interpreted his words for the audience.

    "The high priests of the Order who supported the human trafficking organizations made decisions, so even within us, many talked about abandoning them."

    If the Beastfolk lacked any strength, perhaps things indeed would've turned out that way.

    "They stayed with the Demi-human Alliance only because Lord Horfe persistently objected against such all-out betrayal."

    Fundamentally, Horfe was a wise man, despite his simple and sometimes violent actions.

    'There's a reason he's called a king.'

    Breche wasn't the only one defending the fairies.

    "Many viewers might not know this, but the fairies would have gone extinct if they remained in the Demi-human Alliance during Biharin's past."

    Ahel, seated at the side of the studio, joined in the defense.

    Using impeccable Korean he learned just in a few months, he continued,

    "Since the full-fledged invasion began, I heard the damage multiplied geometrically, didn't it?"

    Perhaps startled by the unexpected defense, a mumbling Dennis alternated glances between Beastfolk and humans.

    "...... That's right. I was told my uncle and elder members were kidnapped, intoxicated, and exploited."

    As a result, many lost their minds, becoming shells of their former selves, and met cruel ends.

    Learning about others' hardships, the throbbing in my temples intensified.

    While I pressed my forehead, Ahel shrugged his shoulders and continued.

    "I think the fairies' choice was the best possible act of survival. It didn't mean they agreed with the decisions of the past."

    Categorizing himself as a traitor, he wouldn't be in a position to blame someone.

    "My teacher above me and fellow students either died or joined the enemy lines. Worse, they collaborate meaninglessly with the enemy's destruction."

    His orange eyes briefly glanced at me, shining excessively.

    It seemed like he wished for a reward for having done something beneficial for me.

    "They're probably still living among the monsters, fighting, and surviving."

    His voice was calm, unlike the sparkle in his eyes.

    But if I continued to let him talk, Ahel might become a target too.

    "Ah, I'm not hesitant for when we meet again in the future. Now that I'm aware they are the enemy, though the skill difference makes it challenging to defeat them easily..."

    "Eril was already dealt with during the recent mage extermination operation."

    So I interrupted, giving Ahel a factual update midway.

    It served well to shed light on facts since I hadn't separately informed about the deaths.

    Ahel nonchalantly nodded in understanding.

    "I suspected as much. She was teacher's most beloved, so I'm sure the teacher would have been furious. K, you might want to be careful. He's not one to forget a grudge."

    "Well, I'm already accustomed to being at odds with masters of Magic Towers."

    "... Masters...?"

    "Moltan Bell has also been removed lately."

    "Wow, and when did you meet him?"

    "He just appeared while I was on my way. Thanks to that, I found out some new military information."

    Although busy with fairy matters, I hadn't left other things unattended.

    After returning to Earth, I handed over Moltan Bell's remains to Finelpenia's apostle.

    Though history clouded in black mist, long records remained.

    '18 days of records were preserved.'

    Consequently, the information uncovered was substantial.

    For instance, information like the existence of another island for the mages?

    I roughly confirmed its internal structure.

    Unfortunately, I hadn't been able to identify its current floating location.

    'At least I confirmed the presence of Dark Mages there.'

    When the opportunity arose, I planned to destroy the second island completely.

    While I pondered briefly on other matters, the discussion on the fairies' trust continued.

    "As someone once part of the Order, let me add a word..."

    With Rashar adding her say after Breche and Ahel.

    "The responsibility falls on us for driving the fairies to such choices, aware of the uppermost corruption yet doing nothing. We, the Order, should be receiving blame, distrust, and critique."

    Emotionally dark feelings were swirling in his once bright golden eyes.

    "I remained cowardly silent, but I offer my delayed apology finally."

    Before Rashar even finished speaking, Dennis sniffled slightly.

    Though heavy, Kim Yul cautiously interpreted Rashar's words for the viewers.

    The reaction wasn't solely positive.

    Some called it melodramatic while others sarcastically wondered if the apology was genuine now that an opportunity arose.

    Words that bore such vulgarity in their blatant criticism were not worth acknowledging.

    Considering how much Rashar might've struggled before acknowledging the Order's sins.

    Dennis's vulnerability, crying despite initially being full of hatred towards the Demi-human alliance when we first met, held significant weight.

    The people beyond the camera often don't think about these things.

    'They only lash out because what they see displeases them.'

    Voicing out discomfort blindly without considering others' circumstances, emotions, or thoughts is meaningless.

    I was only worried whether Rashar might get hurt by those words.

    'But she's certainly not someone to break easily.'

    If she were so weak, someone's affair with reality would've aligned with Haley's long ago.

    Hence, instead of pointing at unfavorable comments, I concentrated on expressing my perspective.

    "Regarding this controversy, I'll speak as the Palao Guild Leader."

    The mention of the guildmaster, not just K as an individual, drew the attention of those present in the studio and the countless people beyond the camera.

    "I believe fearing betrayal is excessive unless humans of Earth exploit them similarly."

    In the quiet focus, my voice was unwavering.

    "Moreover, since a consortium with the fairies has already concluded, the Palao Guild is obligated to guarantee their safety."

    This warning implied that any threats towards them would be treated as threats to the guild.

    "With the press conference and this broadcast, I think we've discussed this topic sufficiently, so let's move to the next question."

    When I signaled to change the conversation theme, quick-witted Kim was right in sync.

    "Hmm... that's not it, hyung."

    "What isn't it?"

    "We weren't actually doing Q&A to start with."

    "Then what were you doing?"

    "We weren't really doing anything... just chatting?"

    Honestly, I couldn't really grasp why Kim Yul would start a live broadcast just to chit-chat.

    Or why viewers would trouble themselves to log in just to watch something like that.

    I had instructed him to be active, so I wasn't planning to nitpick, though.

    I didn't feel the need to hide my inability to understand this situation.

    Maybe my thoughts appeared bluntly on my face?

    Kim Yul reacted with exaggerated fuss.

    "Look at that, folks! Do you see? That face says, 'Why are we engaging in such unproductive activities?' Total boomer!"

    His dramatics quickly changed the mood in the chatroom.

    Although a few folks insisted on spreading negativity, they were quickly buried under other chats.

    'Alright then.'

    My absence should direct more attention toward Dennis, so I felt ready to return to the office.

    "Time to come down."

    "Where are you going? I want to go too."

    "No."

    Though I had to peel off Berta first.
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    "Stop it!"

    The stubborn brat had absolutely no intention of following my wishes. Instead, he just insisted on his own way.

    I really had to get things done, so I tried my best to reason with him in a nice way.

    "Play later, next time."

    "Noo! It's always a lie! Take me with you! Take me!"

    "Ah, ah! Hey! My hair!"

    "Wait a minute, wait a minute. Berta, I'm busy today... aagh!"

    Berta grabbed my hair and even scratched Kim Yul, who had come to help me.

    "It's starting again... my ears..."

    Breche just shook his head, watching us.

    Ahel seemed completely determined not to get involved in the commotion, turning his back on us as if ignoring our presence.

    "Berta, stop it and come here. You're making it difficult for everyone with that stubbornness."

    Rashar approached, trying her best to separate Berta.

    "I'm going! I'll go too!"

    But he was no match for Berta's stubbornness. This scene deliberately reminded me of when I tried to leave without Berta when we first visited Bennett's mansion.

    As I was half-resigned to the situation, the reactions of the viewers, who hadn't predicted this uproar, began updating gradually.

    - This is another kind of chaos.

    - Is this a comedy sketch now? lolol.

    - He's got a good grip on his hair, doesn't he? lolol.

    - Berta is so cute T. T

    - Can't control one Beastfolk? Haha, Berta the little gangster.

    For some reason, the more I hadn't seen her, the stronger her stubbornness seemed to have gotten.

    Or maybe, it's just that he'd held back until today and finally burst.

    'I haven't been able to play with her recently.'

    I couldn't help but feel a guilty conscience.

    After all, ever since the Biharin crossed over to Earth, I had been busy every day without a single day off.

    So it had become my habit to put her off with "Next time, next time" and then forget my promises.

    Given the situation, it wasn't something I had been able to make time for, so I just kept postponing it.

    'I don't think I can get out of this today.'

    And just as I was on the verge of resigning myself to my fate with a sense of resignation, someone shouted before I could speak up.

    "Berta, what is this disrespectful behavior!"

    It was Rashar, who had approached to try and dissuade Berta. With a stern expression, she quickly grabbed Berta by the tail.

    "Come down right now, or I'll go straight to Ramon and tell her about your mischief!"

    And with a terrifying warning to Berta, who was afraid of her mother, she issued an ultimatum.

    Berta, having known her for a long time, couldn't simply ignore a warning like that.

    As a result, even though it was unfair to do as Rashar said, he attempted a passive defiance.

    "B-but I... I... K made a promise with me..."

    "Come down immediately!"

    In the face of Rashar's even sterner ultimatum, Berta completely crumbled.

    "Ugh..."

    This eventually led to Berta bursting into tears.

    - Oh dear, there she goes.

    - Made her cry, made her cry.

    - Five adults can't handle one kid.

    - Yul, he's still a minor.

    - K is amazing. Not getting mad in this situation. If it were me, I'd really be annoyed.

    - He's busy, he said. Why try to make him the bad guy?

    - Do you really want to argue with a kid?

    - Look at their sense of humanity.

    - Rashar, apologize!

    - Berta, don't cry T_T

    - How much must K mean to her?

    - Just play with him a little. He wants it so badly!

    Berta seemed to have quite the fanbase, as the chat was filled with messages comforting her.

    I had already been about to give up on separating from him.

    Before Rashar could say another word, I shook my head and swooped Berta up into my arms.

    Berta, evidently frightened by Rashar's scolding, willingly came off my shoulder.

    This allowed me to comfort the crying child by patting her gently on the back.

    "It's my fault. I shouldn't have said I'd go when I won't..."

    I had so much work like dealing with the spirit stone mine and checking the application for borrowing legendary items. But they weren't urgent tasks.

    'I'll do it at night.'

    It seemed necessary to make up for breaking the promise with Berta this time.

    "Sit quietly here, and stop crying."

    Snuggled into my arms, Berta was still sniffling as she looked up at me.

    "Aren't you going?"

    In that short moment, the poor child must've cried so hard her nose was stuffed up. I reached for the tissue on the table and helped her blow his nose.

    "Yeah, I'm not going."

    My hair was a tangled mess, and my face had scratches from Berta's nails. But at least she stopped crying, which was what mattered most, wasn't it?

    Taking a deep breath, I nodded for Rashar to sit back down.

    Unlike me, Rashar sighed heavily before quietly sitting down next to me.

    It used to be where Breche had sat, but as soon as Berta burst into tears, he and Ahel had quickly moved far away.

    In hindsight, Ahel was fragile enough that a light tap could kill him. But even Breche had fled.

    'That one's really been through a lot.'

    After the commotion subsided, Kim Yul handed Berta a bottle of water.

    Berta was still clinging to my neck without moving, so I took it instead. Even after opening it for her, she didn't seem inclined to drink.

    Berta just continued clinging to my neck as if she was holding on to a beloved toy that she didn't want to let go.

    There was no need to force-feed her if he didn't want it, so I was about to just drink and put it away myself.

    "But why does Berta like you so much?"

    Kim Yul asked, out of the blue.

    "Well? It seems she took a liking to me from the start... Maybe she liked the scent of the basic skincare I use."

    Before I could finish answering, Berta himself chimed in instantly.

    "K, I like!"

    It was funny for me to keep answering when the person in question had already spoken up.

    As I chuckled, taking a sip from the bottle, Berta dropped a bombshell.

    "I'm going to mate with him someday!"

    "Ugh, guh! Gak!"

    I wouldn't have drunk it if I'd known all the water that went down would come flying back out.

    "Cough, cough!"

    In the midst of my violent coughing fit, a peculiar silence fell over the room.

    All those in the studio fell silent.

    Amidst this, as my coughing began to subside, a chilling silence shrouded the studio.

    And then, Breche, with a leisurely face, dropped another bombshell.

    "Horfe approved. Because you are a strong male."

    The bombs dropped by two Beastfolk were enough to leave the humans present flabbergasted.

    - Why, why, what's going on?

    - What did Berta say?

    The viewers, oblivious to the situation, clamored for an interpreter.

    "Uh... So, Berta said..."

    Caught off guard, Kim Yul quickly answered.

    Thanks to that, not only the people in the studio but also those watching through the cameras went silent.

    As evidence, the chat, which had been bustling moments before, came to a halt for over a minute.

    Still half-hanging there, I turned quickly towards Rashar's direction.

    As soon as I met eyes with the now paler golden pupils, the still chat started moving again.

    - Berta had a plan all along.

    Wiping the water that had spilled down my chin, I took action.

    "This ridiculous... Just who's trying to get thrown into jail?"

    I attempted to pry Berta off my neck.

    "Nooo!"

    "This cheeky brat, do you want to block someone's marriage prospects? Get off me now!"

    - Is that mischievous K being utterly flustered? hahaha.

    - From the last livestream till today lol, it's been a series of hardships.

    - I thought he was a terrifying man, but he's got an unexpectedly human side.

    - He's just a normal young guy after all. Always grateful to him for protecting Earth.

    - Marriage prospects... Sir, what era did you come from?

    - He seems rather old-fashioned.

    - Orthodox man K?

    - Is today a public proposal then?

    - Moving past consortia with Beastfolk to wedding alliances?!

    - Exclusive, K is getting married!

    Rumors of all sorts were already spreading.

    I hurried more frantically to pry Berta off than before.

    "Will you stop clinging? You're banned from getting near me in the future!"

    But it was too late to respond after the bomb had been dropped from Berta's mouth.

    The video of Berta and me shouting at each other was uploaded, reaching 700 million views in no time.

    For a while, I had to endure the suffering brought on by the rumors.

    Damn it.

    * * *

    On the way home from visiting the dwarven workshop.

    "You know it's safer to have than not."

    As the vehicle smoothly turned, a calm voice resonated over the smartphone.

    「But Hyunwoo, leaving an unidentified creature next to the children is...」

    The voice belonged to the principal of the school the twins, Yeonwoo and Jinwoo, attended.

    He had also been my homeroom teacher in my first year of high school.

    "Do you really think I'd send a dangerous guy near the twins?"

    「That's...」

    "Just treat it like you've decided to keep a wandering dog at school. There's no way that guy's going to cause trouble."

    If a Hole were to suddenly burst in or near the school.

    Then there should be a way to protect the twins.

    'I've already given them protective magic tools and potions.'

    But even that didn't give me peace of mind. Hence, the idea was to have close protection.

    'The association has already placed players near the school.'

    Though not noticeable, the twins' commute was already being guarded by players. But they couldn't enter the school premises.

    So a guardian who could watch over the twins more closely was needed.

    With preparations complete, all that remained was the school's permission.

    "You know as well that if something happens to the twins, I'd be completely alone."

    「Hyunwoo...」

    "This also guarantees the safety of other students, so please allow it."

    「Haa, alright... But I wish to see for myself that there's no trouble. Is that alright?」

    Not shying from playing the emotion card, I managed to secure permission.

    "Of course. I'll visit soon."

    「Alright, take care.」

    Ending the call, I headed home.

    The first to greet me was Rice Cake, who had come out into the living room, lowering its large body while watching the front door.

    Seeing me return, Rice Cake must have sensed my arrival.

    The primary reason I returned home was because of Rice Cake.

    I immediately reached out to it.

    Click.

    Moments later, a magic tool picked up from the dwarven workshop was placed around Rice Cake's neck.

    As soon as mana was infused into the tool, Rice Cake, which barely fitted in the living room, shrunk back to the size of a Pomeranian.

    Seeing him small again was a touching sight.

    'Though his snout and ears are longer than a typical dog's...'

    But this way, anyone would just see him as a pet.

    'Even if he prowls around the twins, no one would pay much mind.'

    Yes, my chosen one to guard the twins was Rice Cake.

    There wasn't a more suitable candidate than him, with whom I shared my vision.

    The moment I decided to deploy him as the twins' guardian, I began constant training.

    He learned how to appear as a typical dog from every angle.

    "You'll do well, right?"

    "Woof!"

    Rice Cake responded confidently when asked for confirmation, picking up its head.

    Its proud demeanor was so endearing that I patted it on the head.

    And then the message window updated at an unexpected moment.

    「The Trait, Rogue, activates.」

    「The System switches to support type. Support target: Player Kang Hyunwoo.」

    It seemed like the moment had arrived to resolve the things I'd kept delaying.

    "Wait here patiently."

    "Woof, woof!"

    After cautioning Rice Cake, I took out the communicator and called in.

    Damn System.
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    Arriving in an entirely white space, I moved hastily.

    "How far can I go with the collected divinity?"

    《System Message》

    Three solutions proposed by player Kang Hyunwoo can be implemented, up to the operation of the 6th selection and the target program.

    "What about the security of the Holes?"

    It's problematic enough that 20% of Holes explode acutely upon occurrence, but the bigger issue is the high-rank monsters crossing over from the low-rank Holes, which don't allow even a moment to prepare.

    Of course, as of now, it's merely a possibility.

    'But the circumstantial evidence is rather clear, and we even have witnesses to back it up.'

    Therefore, I wanted to prepare while I could, before the issue caused any real damage.

    《System Message》

    The efficiency of the divinity being deployed is not good.

    However, the system showed a skeptical reaction toward the countermeasures I proposed.

    《System Message》

    There's a high likelihood that this function will be nullified if additional authority is used by the Karklein side.

    It meant that noteworthy results might not be achieved compared to using divinity.

    In that case, it's right for me to take a step back.

    I couldn't just waste precious divinity to stick to my stubbornness.

    Whether it was fortunate or unfortunate, there were countless other issues facing Earth.

    From the most basic lack of power to the conflicts among players of different nationalities and the petty politics within the associations.

    Then there were the discrimination between the Biharin and Earthlings, the crimes committed by Biharin who couldn't adapt to Earth's culture, and the increased crime rate stimulated by the war.

    Numerous problems arose across the society as a whole.

    None of them could be overlooked, but there was a clear priority.

    At the top, or rather the number one priority, was an issue.

    'These damned traitors.'

    I was planning to cleanly and thoroughly remove them this time around.

    After all, one of the main culprits that eventually led Biharin down the path of destruction was internal division.

    'I can't let that happen again on Earth.'

    I intended to engrain in them that betrayal only ends in death.

    So, to resolve matters more surely, I decided to harness the system's power.

    If the traitor is a player, there's a definitive method to deal with it.

    'Conduct a search.'

    Though, by default, the system couldn't observe Earth comprehensively because of the ongoing game operations.

    But it was possible to verify records that matched specific conditions by investing divinity.

    In practice, a certain ratio of divinity was regularly injected each week to update the Bounty Hunter list.

    Creating a new category wouldn't be too difficult with that capability.

    After all, the system is a god that has been with the origin of Earth.

    If a decisive conclusion could be reached more easily and reliably, there was no issue with investing divinity.

    "Then let's proceed with at least those two."

    《System Message》

    Understood. Should we maintain the Alpha ratio for the 6th selection as it is?

    "The total is too few for that. Even now, the alphas are busy between different fronts. If we double it, how much will the number of selections decrease?"

    《System Message》

    According to theoretical calculations, it will reduce to 20 million. Shall we proceed?

    "This is such a greedy divinity consumer. It's a slightly regrettable number, but... let's proceed."

    《System Message》

    Understood. I will follow the intentions of player Kang Hyunwoo.

    「6th player selection will proceed. (20,000,000/20,000,000)」

    「Patch for the new program's operation will commence.」

    「Searching will start.」

    「Progress rate 0.01%」

    .......

    As soon as the system's response ended, update content promptly started to pop up on the message window.

    While I reviewed the content, I brought up a question that had been dwelling in a corner of my mind for a while.

    "How about on the Bihar? The 7 Great Gods, have there been any noteworthy reports?"

    《System Message》

    It remains quiet. There's no indication of crossing over through the Holes.

    Since I can only see the material realm of Bihar, I have no way of knowing what's occurring beyond that scope.

    "Did Karlos intervene......? Tch, unsettlingly. It would have been better if he acted rashly."

    《System Message》

    I think so too. Based on past experience, if excluding a few special cases, your views align with mine quite often, player Kang Hyunwoo, and...

    I dismissed the system's message window without even finishing reading it by simply waving my hand.

    I had no interest whatsoever in whether the system felt any camaraderie with me.

    There was no reason to waste time reading messages full of irrelevant content.

    Hence, I told the system, ignoring its side commentary,

    "Let's end here for today. Send me back."

    Although for some reason, the system seemed to linger as if regretting it.

    Before long, I managed to leave the white space and return home.

    I briefly patted the welcoming Rice Cake before noticing the numbers displayed in my field of vision.

    「Progress rate 1.08%」

    Confirming the number occupying my peripheral vision, I began to retrieve and put on my gear.

    Two successive assaults, starting with the first one-week-long nightmare, followed by a second assault lasting over a month.

    'So far, it has been handled better than anticipated.'

    While the death toll was beyond estimation and the property damage wasn't negligible, in terms of the overall outcome, it was arguably a victory.

    'We've managed to protect over 80% of key areas and most will gradually resume their functions as repairs are completed.'

    This momentum must continue forward.

    To do so, we can't allow ourselves to be played by the enemy's tricks.

    'As the first step, I'll root out the traitors like Fabian.'

    Following Fabian's failure to assassinate Alpha, he moved to resolve it, leaving behind many traces.

    This reduced the area that the system needed to search through, saving us divinity.

    'If we target the players first, the civilian traitors connected with them will be exposed too.'

    Of course, for that, we'd require assistance from intelligence agencies like NIS or CIA from various countries.

    The framework of the plan was mostly established, now was the time to act.

    'Let's make a declaration of war.'

    It was time for a human hunt after a long while.

    * * *

    The war, which had started in the blazing summer, was now advancing toward winter, carried by the autumn wind.

    One day, after passing through a tumultuous season, the early winter rain began to pour.

    I pushed away the falling rain with water attribute mana and looked down from above.

    Vroom-!

    In the distance, a sports car speeding through the rainy road caught my eye.

    It was the car carrying today's target, the reason I had come to this place.

    'Codename Asura.'

    Currently, one of the eight Platinum rank holders from Korea.

    And he was someone I was sure was a traitor.

    For a while, I maintained my mana and observed the sports car Asura was in, racing on the ground.

    The sky was dim with dusk.

    A snaking mountain path.

    And a lone vehicle driving through the drizzling rain.

    'Feels like the intro to a horror movie I watched when I was young.'

    As I waited with idle thoughts, the vehicle came closer.

    Then, I manifested a lightning spear.

    Sensing the movement of mana, Asura tried to stop the vehicle suddenly.

    But by then, the lightning spear had already shot through the air.

    Since it was merely meant as a greeting, I did not put much power into it.

    Screeeech-!

    Of course, that didn't mean the vehicle could avoid it simply because I didn't use my full effort.

    The sports car, precisely pierced through the bumper section, skidded loudly on the rain-soaked road.

    Then boom!

    It crashed into the guardrail, unable to maintain balance on the curve.

    Before the vehicle completely fell down the slope, a man emerged from it, staring directly at me.

    "Well, who do we have here? It's the impressive K!"

    The rainwater obscured visibility, and the noise was quite significant.

    But his lip movements, as well as his voice, were clear and discernible.

    A Platinum rank body was sensitive enough to hold conversations over tens of meters.

    Thus, there was no need for me and the guy to put on a ridiculous display by shouting our voices.

    "I shouldn't need to explain why I'm here in laborious detail."

    Being calm, I merely stated, as I charged at him.

    "Let's get started then."

    The battle began the moment my feet touched the ground as I descended vertically towards the earth.

    Crackle-!

    On the rain-soaked asphalt road and ground, a lightning prison was aggressively erupting.

    Asura, who avoided it by soaring with air steps, was swept by the lightning storm.

    Despite being a Platinum rank, he managed to extricate himself from the lightning storm suffering only minor injuries.

    Simultaneously, an unfamiliar power surged.

    It was a magic I was familiar with, a whirlwind spear came flying towards me.

    Unfortunately, it was a move that should not have been attempted.

    "Cough!"

    With a single gesture, I easily dispelled the magic.

    Failing to harness the mana into himself, Asura sustained internal injuries, coughing up blood.

    By then, I had already closed in on him, thrusting my spear.

    "You bastard!"

    His greatsword came crashing down, threatening to cleave my head in two.

    Even during the assault, he had the sense to bring his weapon, which was commendable.

    Though that didn't mean he would win against me.

    Lightning, thin as thread, entangled Asura's body.

    "Argh!"

    The acrid smell of burning skin assailed my senses, regardless of the pouring rain.

    Despite the searing pain of his burning flesh, Asura did not let go of his sword.

    Consequently, my spear and his greatsword collided, boom-!

    Momentarily, the raindrops around us were repelled by the intense shockwave centered on me and him.

    As the shock dissipated, the raindrops resumed their descent.

    By then, Asura and I had already determined the battle's outcome.

    "Idiot."

    I entwined lightning threads around Asura's greatsword, effectively taking the weapon from him.

    To undo this, one would need at least the same grade of attribute mana.

    Or else have a superior mastery over mana than I do.

    But Asura matched neither criterion.

    Hence, having nearly lost his weapon, which had protected him on the battlefield, he met his end with a spear through his abdomen.

    "Ugh, cough...!"

    I extracted the spear from between his eyebrows, and the battle concluded.

    In the rain, I shook off the blood that stained me.

    'It was far easier than expected.'

    I was aware that I had deviated from the typical growth path allowed to players.

    Yet, in this battle, I hadn't used divinity.

    Even so, I captured a fellow Platinum rank far too easily.

    I expected a skill gap but not to this extent.

    Perhaps the biggest reason is that even Platinum-ranked players couldn't fully dominate mana.

    There was an immense disparity starting from the magic casting time to mana utilization and its finesse.

    'There's a substantial difference between genuine and imitated.'

    Though there's a general increase in the quality and quantity of players,

    It's hard to expect players to single-handedly match strong adversaries like Horfe or Gretman.

    'That doesn't mean I can stand idle.'

    If there are individuals that can be elevated, it should be pursued even if it requires rigorous measures.

    'If necessary, drag them by the collar.'

    Upon returning, I'd discuss drafting sparring programs with Horfe and Rashar.

    At the very least, it would raise the skill level of Platinum-rank players affiliated with the guild.

    'I should also talk to Shamel, who's responsible for training newcomers.'

    For the 6th selection of players joining the Palao Guild, I planned to push them appropriately from the basics.

    Having added a new task to my list, I called for those who were waiting.

    "Guildmaster."

    Accompanying me to the site where I hunted Asura were members of the guild's filming crew.

    Some of them were players, but civilians were also present.

    To be specific, most of the filming crew that accompanied were civilians, with players acting as their protectors in case of emergencies.

    "Ugh...!"

    As a result, quite a few people were retching at the sight of the corpse.

    Understanding the shock they might have experienced, I wasn't inclined to treat them like children by waiting.

    "Get the filming equipment set up. We're doing it live."

    Thus, I apathetically informed them of the task they needed to perform.
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    I had informed everyone when we drafted the contract that the filming crew might accompany us to dangerous areas.

    The bill currently being prepared in the assembly also took that part into account.

    For those affiliated with the guild or players, if they received a pass, they would be allowed to access the Hole.

    'Doing what needs to be done, whenever and wherever necessary.'

    In exchange, they received far higher salaries than those who worked on ordinary content.

    'So they needed to take responsibility for their tasks.'

    I didn't bother with looking after or helping up those who were getting nauseous, and the filming crew, rather than blaming or resenting me, found their roles and carried them out diligently.

    I had thought about replacing anyone who complained while enjoying their rights without fulfilling their obligations.

    'Maybe it's for the best.'

    There was merit in choosing individuals with reputable names and steady minds from the industry.

    "Are you really going to do it here...?"

    Of course, they showed slight agitation because of the content they were about to broadcast.

    But it wasn't really their concern.

    "I will take responsibility."

    I urged the filming crew, and they quickly set up the camera and microphone.

    Shortly after, the live broadcast opened, and the standby screen was displayed.

    「(Exclusive) K, important Announcement」

    Thanks to the influence of the guild channel and my reputation, viewers quickly gathered.

    Meanwhile, I moved the body of Asura to be better captured by the camera.

    Technically, it was a scene that could lead to the video being deleted or restricted.

    'The video platforms can't ban me anyway.'

    Governments worldwide were watching me since I had the power to hunt legion commanders.

    It meant they were hesitant to repeat anything with me, and without political pressure, it was impossible for private companies to abandon their gains and erase me from their platforms.

    That would lead to incalculable losses.

    'They'd probably rather bear some controversy and criticism.'

    These companies need to draw more clicks in a capitalist market system, and that's the most prudent choice.

    'That's why I do this so openly.'

    To anyone who might watch the footage, it could have negative influences.

    However, more important matters needed addressing right now.

    After the standby time of about 10 minutes, I stared straight at the live broadcast screen and spoke.

    "Players around the world should heed what I'm going to say."

    This message was my final warning and a declaration of war.

    "There are countless reasons why Biharin met its demise... Among them, the most detrimental were the traitors and the high-ranking officials who colluded with them."

    The royalty, nobility, and priests comprised the establishment.

    In Biharin, they seized power and lived comfortably.

    Except for their end being destruction, they enjoyed luxurious lives even during war.

    "But their prosperity was only possible in Bihar."

    Thunk.

    When I struck the tail of my spear on the already messy asphalt, the ground reverberated.

    I stood at the center and muttered coldly.

    "Remember that these acts will never be tolerated here on Earth."

    If anyone dared to ignore this warning, selling our side's secrets, threatening humanity's survival, or obstructing a war that should end victoriously...

    "I will gladly hunt you down and kill you."

    Just like this Asura here.

    I nudged the corpse of the already deceased Asura with my foot and continued in a chilling tone.

    "So be vigilant. By selling Earth and siding with the enemy, you become my adversary."

    Anyone thinking they might escape by evading my gaze or hide and bide their time hoping for a chance should abandon that hope.

    "I am not interested in compromising or negotiating with scum like you to prolong the war."

    Crunch.

    I crushed the already lifeless Asura's head underfoot, proclaiming to the scattered traitors worldwide.

    "Clean your necks and wait."

    No sooner had my words ceased than the progress, which stayed stagnant at 99.99%, shifted to 100%.

    「The Target Program is activated.」

    A red skull symbol appeared above the horrifically crushed Asura's head right afterward.

    The marks left by players I removed when leaving Bihar reemerged on Earth for those traitors who deserted our world for the enemy.

    The system's support didn't end there.

    **MISSION**

    「Main Scenario Act 2, Scene 6. Identifying Traitors」

    Eradicate the vile traitors colluding with the enemy and selling Earth's secrets, threatening humanity's survival.

    「Rewards」

    Participation Reward: Distributed to all mission participants.

    • Mana 1000, attribute mana 500, reputation 100

    • Random Box (× Traitors Killed)

    • Achievement 100 (× Traitors Killed)

    Conditional Reward: Rewards given for eliminating more than 100 traitors.

    • VIP Shop 10% Discount

    ※ Only marked traitors are counted.

    The successive Main Scenario effectively sanctioned the otherwise forbidden slaughter among players.

    Fueled by this, prominent guilds, clans, and associations worldwide launched massive purges against the traitors.

    ***

    'Damn it!'

    Fabian clutched his side with one hand, hastening his steps.

    No matter the means, he couldn't stop the bleeding, so he reluctantly opted for manual pressure with his hand.

    Even after pouring more than ten High-Rank potions onto the wound, given his current state, it was apparent that the weapon causing this injury was a relic.

    A relic with an irreversible recovery option attached at that.

    Before the option's duration ended, natural healing was delayed, thereby making it an exceedingly troublesome relic.

    As a result, Fabian found himself fleeing without even treating the ambush injury he sustained.

    Concealing his mana tightly within his core, Fabian slipped into the densely packed streets of Paris.

    "Damnit...!"

    He had been preparing to expand his influence within the association and oust Lily, but suddenly, this was an unexpected disaster out of nowhere.

    'If only I hadn't failed back then.'

    Upon reflection, things began to fall apart when he borrowed the monsters' help to attack Alphas in the past.

    He tried to deal with Hasan, but there were already too many protective personnel attached.

    Rumors spread in dribs and drabs, leading some to start avoiding him.

    And today, it escalated to the point where he was branded with a symbol indicating he was a traitor.

    'Damn, damn it!'

    Fabian ground his teeth, cursing the current situation.

    But no amount of resentment would help him shake off the pursuer.

    "Where are you rushing off to?"

    When the pursuer was K, evading was simply impossible.

    Fabian halted abruptly at the familiar voice, gritting his teeth.

    "You don't seem to be in great shape."

    Turning in the direction of the voice, he saw K leaning against the wall with his spear tucked under his arm.

    As if he had known all along that Fabian would come this way.

    Fabian glared at K with fierce eyes.

    The detestable Asian who persistently meddled and irritated him for a long time.

    He couldn't count how fervently he wished for that guy to die on the battlefield.

    But unfortunately, it seemed the gods were siding with K rather than Fabian.

    Perhaps that's why the man hadn't met his end on the battlefield and was now, once again, blocking his path.

    "... You've been waiting for me, I see."

    "As you can see. Oh, don't be too surprised. Bounty Hunters can tell."

    Bounty Hunters?

    "It requires too much divinity to offer this function to all players. So, you only get the target symbol, with location tracking reserved for Bounty Hunters."

    What does location tracking even mean?

    Fabian furrowed his brows, finding it difficult to comprehend what K was saying.

    Despite spending a considerable time with the association, he hadn't realized the foundation of Ethan's police bureau or the inspector's enforcement bureau.

    "Seeing your expression, I must have picked people really well. Those who seemed likely to backstab didn't even get the information in the first place, right?"

    When K directly pointed out his ignorance, deeply buried emotions within Fabian stirred violently.

    But before he could retort, K spoke with an ease-filled demeanor.

    "If you're really curious, I could tell you."

    Half of him desired to smudge that annoying face of K.

    The other half was consumed with wanting to know the information he doesn't have.

    Faced with this inner turmoil, Fabian pressed onto the wound at his side more firmly, lowering his gaze.

    Sneak.

    What he confirmed was a bracelet soaked in blood.

    The magic tool he received when he decided to side with the enemies.

    Having shattered the jewel embedded with magic, the signal must have been sent.

    'I've got to buy time.'

    Having reached a somewhat calm conclusion, Fabian forced a smile and said,

    "Sure, clearing my curiosity before I die wouldn't be so bad."

    K seemed delighted at the situation, his lips curling upward gracefully.

    Why did he seem so joyous?

    Momentarily, anxiety crept upon him, but as he continued listening to K, even anxiety felt like a luxury.

    "We can tell, you see."

    "We?"

    "The Bounty Hunters."

    Those authorized to pinpoint, track, and eliminate players designated as kin, or those abusing the Hole to wreak havoc on Earth.

    "Didn't you wonder how the police bureau or the enforcement bureau tracked so well?"

    It's all thanks to the perk granted to the Bounty Hunters.

    "Well, from what I see you're marked on the map, it looks like you killed someone? Quite recently too?"

    Likely the player who ambushed and stabbed Fabian.

    Since he struck a valid blow during his escape.

    Though he heard of the other player's death, Fabian didn't feel regret or guilt.

    Instead, he was overwhelmed with a sense of inferiority, deprivation, or alienation.

    "Thanks to this feature, it's been easier policing players."

    Players, given their resolve, could annihilate towns or cities.

    The reason these individuals adhered to the association's rules was straightforward.

    'Because there's a belief they'll face repercussions if they break them.'

    Not empty threats, people have witnessed and heard firsthand that one could indeed be struck down by the association.

    Once a system's power to enforce rules was established, acting on personal whims was just foolishness.

    K was indicating that this control's source was precisely the function of Bounty Hunters.

    How could K, during just a year within the association, know what Fabian didn't acknowledge?

    "Did Lily tell you?"

    Grinding his teeth at the exclusion that had become the norm, Fabian asked and received an unexpected counter-response.

    "Ever considered it might be the opposite?"

    "What...?"

    "Ever thought that I might have told Lily?"

    "..."

    "Did I make it too complicated? Want me to explain again? I mean, I was the one who handed the Bounty Hunter function to the association."

    The narrative was immensely tough to follow as Fabian's expression crumpled heavily.

    Capturing that sight, K wore a mysteriously pleased expression and spoke.

    "And that's why you won't make it. Trapped within your perspective, manipulated to soothe you, see only what you wish – that limits you."

    As Fabian's expression turned harsh, the empty air suddenly began to ripple.

    An invisible presence seemed to search the surroundings.

    The instant he recognized this all-too-familiar phenomenon, Fabian's tightly scrunched expression brightened.

    'They've arrived!'

    Reinforcement to save him had arrived.

    Soon, the empty air split open, and an acquainted black hand thrust forward.

    Until that moment, Fabian was certain of his safety without the least bit of doubt.

    K would be unaware of this bizarre phenomenon or the lofty existence enabling it.

    Seizing a distracted K could allow him to escape and recover from his wounds.

    He was certain of it.

    He soon realized it was a misconception.

    What revealed that truth was witnessing the golden glow in K's eyes, gleaming with ecstasy.

    'Something's amiss.'

    The moment he realized it, golden sparks viciously blazed around him.

    Damned System

    TL's Corner:

    Fabian was the bait to catch a bigger fish.
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    From the moment Fabian began stalling, I sensed what was happening. The odds were high that what Fabian was waiting for involved Karklein somehow.

    So I waited—patiently—hoping that damned creature would appear before me once more!

    "Where do you think you're going?"

    There was no hesitation when Karklein emerged, tearing through the dimensional rift.

    I succeeded in catching him before he could grab Fabian and flee. It felt like gripping tough rubber.

    With a smirk in my voice, I spoke while firmly holding onto Karklein. "Once wasn't enough for you, was it?"

    Surely, after facing me once, he must have learned, yet here he was again. Almost instantly, Karklein attempted to resist.

    I didn't know what he did, but my palm suddenly felt a burning sensation, then the searing sound and the smell of burning flesh began to surface.

    As expected, an infection alert popped up, and Karklein attempted to escape. The gaping rift in the dimension was gradually closing.

    If I left things as they were, only a part of Karklein's body would remain, running away without the rest.

    'Do you really think I would let you slip away so easily?'

    Karklein's authority was the enemy's sole means of connecting dimensions. If I could strike him down, their assault on Earth would surely falter. Letting him slip away was not an option I would entertain.

    「System!」

    I shouted quickly before Karklein could sever his trail and escape entirely.

    「Trait 'Rogue' is activated.」

    「System switches to support mode. Support target: Player Kang Hyunwoo.」

    With the activation of the 'Rogue' trait, the System held the shrinking rift.

    As the support arrived instantaneously, I quickly synchronized my focus with it.

    Unleashing all the divinity accumulated through relentless hunting, I drove my powers to the limit.

    To it, I added the enormous force of attribute mana, expanded to a level of ten million, without holding back.

    The basic form of my mana arrangement was derived from the lightning spear, though its structure wasn't perfectly identical.

    It was a newly established magic created through Ahel.

    - I wish to construct a magic with my mana that could wield the greatest force possible.

    Ahel attempted to alter the flame strike to incite full bloom, but what I sought was not an area attack, but rather a magic that could deal a decisive blow in a one-on-one Scenario.

    And so, I tinkered with the arrangement for the lightning spear, crafting the result that now sprang forth from my hands.

    The lightning turned a resplendent Gold, absorbing the divinity, and concentrated into Kerax's spear, sparks dancing all around.

    'This magic cannot be realized without a medium.'

    Unlike the lightning spear, the extreme heat and pressure generated upon manifestation were far too potent to be sustained by mana alone.

    Thus, I had to channel the mana into an object with a tangible form.

    However, even with conventional spears or swords, the magic's intensity shattered them all.

    Eventually, only artifacts above a certain rank could withstand the magic's backlash. Among them, kerax's Spear endured the most mana.

    I transferred mana lavishly into it.

    'Saying it's not a waste would be a lie.'

    However, if I could inflict a critical blow to Karklein, it was an investment worth making.

    Powerful divinity and mana gathered together, emanating a searingly bright light.

    Finally having completed the magic, I propelled Kerax's spear forward.

    Just then, the forgotten Fabian moved to interfere with its trajectory, subtly extending his weapon towards the spear's pole.

    The alert senses that were honed onto Karklein recognized it swiftly.

    "Stay out of this!"

    It required little effort to swat away the obstruction.

    All I needed to do was swing the high-voltage lightning brimming with divinity.

    "Gah!"

    Leaving the groaning Fabian, who recoiled from the pervasive lightning at my feet, kerax's Spear sailed from my hand.

    And instantly, the darkness beyond the dimensional rift was blown open.

    Only then did I realize that all those shadowy figures were part of Karklein's body.

    Soon, a tortured scream that seemed to split his entire body into pieces reverberated through the air.

    「-----!」

    Fabian, who had yet to build up his achievement, clutched his head in agony.

    "Aaargh!"

    But that wasn't the end of it.

    The entire vicinity of Paris, filled with ordinary people, was paralyzed by the sudden disaster.

    Waves of individuals fainted from the shock, leading to secondary issues like traffic accidents.

    Amidst all the ensuing chaos, I stood firm, staring directly at the one across the rift and declared, "You, too, prepare yourself. I promise I'll come to take you down."

    With those words, the opening shuttered closed. As I gazed into the void, gritting my teeth, I murmured softly.

    "I will surely get that bastard once my preparation is solid."

    The chaos brought by Karklein's scream disappeared as abruptly as it had come, leaving only the human-made chaos in its wake.

    Since I contributed significantly to this disturbance, I took the initiative to rectify it.

    "How is this...?"

    Fabian, who had just barely managed to stand with trembling legs, mumbled.

    "How on earth... how are you so...?"

    Only then did I turn to Fabian and couldn't help but let out a small snicker.

    For I saw in his eyes, flowing with jealousy and resentment, a torrent of inferiority despite blood streaming from both his ears.

    'What were they saying? That he hails from an elite family?'

    Though not entirely sure, I had some inkling of how Fabian had ended up crossing over to the enemy.

    "Why?! What makes you different? How did you do that? What was that magic just now? He's such a terrifying foe, yet how, why, why?!"

    Always believing himself to be the best, having lived his entire life in a world where it was assumed, he must have realized upon becoming a player that the undeniable truth he clung to was shattered.

    In a place where only those who survived the crossroads of life and death gathered, understanding he wasn't the best, his inflated ego must have crumbled.

    Fabian likely tried to compensate for his incompetence with social skills, but he couldn't overcome the influence I exerted through Lily.

    Being unable to become the best here too must have driven him to judgments clouded by emotional imbalance.

    'Well, it's none of my business.'

    Whatever the story or reason, since he betrayed Earth, he was now merely my enemy.

    I regarded him indifferently and waved my hand.

    The lightning followed my intention, scattering the crimson blood in the vicinity.

    Yet, the sight of flowing red no longer aroused any emotion in me.

    "Gilenios."

    After completing the hunt, I summoned Gilenios and moved to the French branch of the Association.

    There, with the help of the transformed appearance provided by the dwarves' magic tools, I lent a hand in managing the chaos.

    * * *

    'It seems I don't need to be concerned about the French branch anymore.'

    For the two days spent stabilizing the city's chaos, I also used the opportunity to observe the power shift within the Player Association's Paris branch.

    Fortunately, many allies Lily had secured to counter Fabian took swift action upon his downfall, quickly assuming control.

    They effectively managed the abrupt turmoil, ensuring that no major issues would arise for a while.

    Satisfied with the situation, I returned home relieved.

    Afterward, the Main Scenario concluded, granting me a substantial amount of achievement points—including a VIP store discount coupon.

    I owed this to my extensive hunt of traitors worldwide, utilizing Gilenios.

    Despite other guilds using teleportation circles, they couldn't beat the efficiency of Gilenios's authority.

    I achieved all my goals through this mission—uncovering traitors, accumulating achievements, and acquiring the discount coupon.

    'Time to acquire a new spear.'

    Having bid farewell to Kerax's spear, it was finally time to shop for a new weapon.

    Thanks to the achievements I had steadily accumulated, I was thoroughly enjoying the process.

    However, the shopping spree didn't take long.

    I had already pinpointed what I wanted from the VIP store.

    After some system maneuvering and several clicks, I secured a legendary item within just a few minutes.

    "Ho-ho."

    The 「Spear of Vetroban, tullum's Hero」 was now in my grasp:

    • Category: Artifact

    • Acquisition Difficulty: Legendary

    • Rank: ★★★★★

    • Description: The legendary history of the king who sacrificed himself by holding the front lines to buy time for evacuating his subjects continues to echo in the words of survivors. The spear, loyal to Vetvaluun during his final stand, wishes for what its master yearned for. The 7 Great Gods, witnessing their history, have endowed it with a special power.

    • Special Effect: Time Stop

    This spear possessed the extraordinary ability to halt time for 10 seconds.

    I decided I must own it the moment I saw this special effect. Now I possessed firepower unmatched by any other.

    My skill in wielding weapons was also top-tier compared to others on Earth.

    With rich combat experience to guide the application of my skills, I had no need for merely powerful artifacts, given I could topple a city or a nation with my strength alone.

    A unique-effect artifact deserved a premium.

    'For example, even a clone-creating artifact I recently acquired at a Guardian auction was worth collecting if it came into view.'

    Who knew when or how it might prove useful?

    Among them, the Time Stop effect held enough allure for me to take interest.

    Should there come a time when even the overwhelming power and skill I amassed couldn't overcome a certain situation—when the mere blink of an eye might decide my failure or defeat—having an extra opportunity beyond that moment was invaluable.

    No sacrifice felt too great if it granted even one more chance, despite the achievements I had to exhaust for it.

    'A cooldown of 30 days—the backlash of causality must be considerable.'

    Wearing a satisfied smile, I swung the spear leisurely. Though it didn't offer the combat enhancements of Kerax's spear,

    'The weapon's durability and design aren't bad, either.'

    It was more than enough for a settled weapon choice when I suddenly received an unexpected notification.

    「Kerax's spear, imbued with thoughts, returns to the player, Kang Hyunwoo.」

    A clang resounded. Bewildered, I murmured,

    "... What's this now?"

    Kerax's spear, which I had hurled at Karklein, tumbled into my room.

    'The thought of being free from random chatter was somewhat pleasing, though.'

    All undone in an instant.

    "Hey, what's up? How did this happen?"

    Receiving no response from Kerax, I sighed inwardly.

    'He only babbles when he wants to—how typical of that old partner.'

    It seemed our connection hadn't quite ended yet.

    Though unaware of how Kerax had returned, I decided it wasn't worth discarding a returning spear.

    'Since it's not a bad thing to have around.'

    Thinking optimistically, I lifted Kerax's spear, placing it beside my newly acquired Spear of Vetroban. I went through a few guild reports to wrap up the day's tasks.

    During this time, it was habitual for me to have message notifications muted. Thus, I remained unaware of the storm of messages that populated during my slumber.

    Upon awakening, however, I was faced with a jaw-dropping message.

    「Kerax's Spear attempts evolution, using divinity stolen thus far.」

    「Kerax's Spear evolves into a more complete self.」

    「Kerax consumes the Spear of Vetroban, tullum's Hero.」

    「Progress: 0.01%」

    ......

    「Progress: 100%」

    「Kerax successfully consumes the Spear of Vetroban, tullum's Hero.」

    「The spear consumed by Kerax is now bound to the player, Kang Hyunwoo.」

    "Huh?"

    What in the world was this?
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    "Whew,"

    Each exhale he released turned into white breath that scattered into the air.

    "Ugh, it's cold, so cold!"

    Contrast to this were those who complained while rubbing their arms to stay warm.

    "Be quiet."

    There was someone standing nonchalantly in nothing but a plain white T-shirt.

    The former was a player with an earth attribute assigned to each cargo ship as a precaution against unforeseen events.

    The latter was Yun Jihye, the chief officer responsible for the security of the cargo ship.

    Yun Jihye was the one who had attempted to kidnap and kill Lee Junmo, who had raped and strangled her sister, but had failed due to K's intervention.

    For someone like her, who wielded a 4th-rank attribute mana, specifically avalanche type in water series, the cold wasn't a major threat.

    Thanks to this, even in weather where others wore padded jackets, her outfit remained light.

    On the other hand, the player standing beside Yun Jihye had a different experience.

    "Is the sea usually this cold? Cold, cold, freezing!"

    Generally, the earth attribute users tend to be less vocal.

    However, the one assigned this time was incessantly prattling, annoyingly loud.

    "If it's that cold, why don't you stop being noisy and go inside?"

    "But what if a hole appears? We need to block it right away!"

    "I'm here, so why does it matter?"

    Yun Jihye also had earth attribute in her repertoire.

    Due to the inability to protect the ship during combat, another player was necessary for defense.

    In case of an attack, she could protect the ship and swiftly address any damage.

    So, she wished that noisy player would just disappear from her sight.

    Tired of the persistent complaints, Yun Jihye was about to forcibly remove the troublesome player from the deck.

    At that moment, sleet began to fall from the sky.

    'It really is winter now.'

    The approaching year-end would soon pass, and the new, bright year would flow by relentlessly.

    'Time really flies so disgustingly fast.'

    Suddenly, memories of events that felt swift passed through Yun Jihye's mind.

    In older memories, happiness lingered, but recent years were mostly filled with dread.

    She couldn't even remember the last time she genuinely laughed.

    'And yet, I'm still here.'

    If not for her mother, bedridden in a hospital, perhaps things would have been different.

    Feeling both empty and bitter, Yun Jihye chuckled softly.

    Shortly thereafter, looking up at the dark-clouded sky, she lowered her gaze.

    Somewhere deep beneath the swirling foam that rose with the ship's bow moving forward, she sensed the peculiar mana of messeo connected with the hole.

    'The search team must have passed an hour ago.'

    There was no report of a discovered hole.

    But it wasn't an impossible situation. Sudden holes were not uncommon.

    'Still, the frequency of hole appearances has significantly dropped compared to a few months ago.'

    Without panic, Yun Jihye immediately prepared for battle.

    The other assigned players quickly found their positions and moved without error.

    "Should we send the vessel away first?"

    "No. Meeting a sudden hole with combat personnel missing is dangerous. Tell the captain to wait until the combat is over."

    "Yes."

    The player who answered rushed off to relay the message, while Yun Jihye focused on the mana sensed from the seabed.

    'The size looks like a 7-star.'

    Fortunately, it seemed she wouldn't need to face a nemesis-rank.

    Although she had recently been promoted to the platinum rank, she honestly didn't feel confident facing those terrifying monsters alone.

    'Even other platinum ranks avoid facing nemesis-rank monsters solo.'

    Performing such a reckless act was conceivable by only one person globally.

    'K.'

    Recalling the unfamiliar face she had seen in the video just the day before, Yun Jihye shook her head.

    'In a way, he's a monster, too.'

    Since the first meeting, he was already an existence at an unreachable level.

    Yet, it wasn't surprising how his presence had magnified several times over.

    Briefly recalling K's actions and words.

    Yun Jihye soon shook off her thoughts and raised her staff.

    'Let's save daydreaming for another time.'

    The losses would sure increase if this place wasn't purified.

    Yun Jihye intended to open the water path to create an entrance to the hole.

    Possessing more mana and fairly adept control compared to others, this was a tactic she often employed.

    However, before she could use her mana, suddenly, a massive force began to move from beneath her feet.

    This otherworldly movement felt when someone else casts a magic.

    Being more sensitive to mana than others, Yun Jihye quickly sensed it.

    "Pour on the defensive magic!"

    Thanks to this, she could issue commands in time, and all the players on board commenced casting protective magics simultaneously.

    Soon enough.

    BOOM!

    The ship collided with the magic surging from the sea, propelling it high above the water's surface into the sky.

    In that moment, when the ship upon which they stood began to soar through the sky instead of the sea, Yun Jihye saw it.

    The massive monster swiftly emerging from the sea, adorned with nine stars upon its head.

    "Nemesis-rank sighted!"

    It was only after this that she realized the mana signature of the hole sensed from beneath the sea had vanished.

    * * *

    After I inflicted damage upon Karklein, the onslaught noticeably diminished.

    The frequency of the hole occurrences was less than half of what it was before, leaving little room for doubt.

    Hence, even the behavior of various player groups, including the association, underwent changes.

    Instead of sealing holes, they left them open, purifying the polluted areas nearby.

    Continually promoting bronze ranks to silver ranks, silver ranks to Gold ranks.

    'It's a temporary measure until further attacks are confirmed.'

    With the enemy's advance having subsided, it is only proper to reorganize our own forces.

    Adapting to this new routine, winter had seriously set in.

    Around that time, everything I had managed began reaching a certain trajectory, showing results.

    'The influx from the spirit stone mines into the market strengthened the players' forces.'

    In that process, a few players with attribute mana appeared, as rare as hens' teeth.

    'The rental of legendary equipment is also concluded.'

    Plans were to maintain and change the eligible personnel through guild qualification reviews every quarter.

    'The training of the 6th wave players is progressing smoothly.'

    Under Shamel's lead, instructors from Bihar thoroughly transformed the mindset of lazy players.

    'Thanks to that, the Palao Guild now has a single-digit mortality rate for new players.'

    Following the public disclosure of this data, other guilds and clans began investing a little more time and resources into training newcomers.

    Maintaining the scale of power meant the influence continued.

    'Additional bunkers were built in the city center to accommodate evacuation in emergencies.'

    Sanctions for civilians loitering around holes were also established.

    After imprisoning several boundary-crossing journalists as examples, unauthorized entries into controlled areas noticeably decreased.

    'The traitor extraction yielded good results too.'

    Those player traitors had already been completely eradicated.

    Civilian traitors, too, were meeting their inevitable ends.

    Of course, this area is being resolved by the investigation agencies in each respective country.

    Hence, in nations rife with corruption and malpractice, some managed to slip through the cracks.

    Even so, many remained unprosecuted due to insufficient evidence.

    Naturally, this wasn't a substantial issue.

    'Perhaps getting caught would have been preferable.'

    I never intended to let them slip away anyway.

    'To leave unmonitored civilian traitors who eluded capture due to insufficient evidence is foolish.'

    So, as December promptly dawned, I revealed a card I had long prepared.

    I utilized the obedience contract bearing the name of Sniper, Mikhail.

    Hence, the outcome was the news currently airing on the TV within the office space.

    『At around 3 AM today, former lawmaker Im Hyun-cheol was found dead at his residence.』

    The news remarked on Im Hyun-cheol being suspiciously released after being accused as a traitor.

    'Seven out of ten broadcasting stations, whether terrestrial or cable, have taken a hostile stance against traitors.'

    Consequently, the public was absorbing the sentiment that traitors must be exterminated no matter what.

    Even in legal terms, the sympathy towards Im Hyun-cheol's death was overwhelmingly positive.

    'Of course, there were voices of criticism.'

    This wasn't the first occurrence where civilians, under suspicion as traitors, were found dead.

    It was a phenomenon mirrored worldwide.

    Moreover, no substantial evidence about these killings is left behind.

    The potential involvement of players had been sufficiently raised at this point.

    In response, associations indicated their maximum willingness to cooperate in investigations.

    Whether they would eventually identify Sniper remains uncertain.

    'Good.'

    So far, everything I directly took care of was proceeding seamlessly.

    I intended to do whatever it took to ensure this continued.

    To that end, I had to adhere to today's schedule.

    'What's on today's list......,'

    Just as I was about to confirm the schedule and move, the guild hotline rang.

    The caller was the Korean branch of the Player Association.

    『About 17 hours ago, a nemesis-rank sighting appeared in the South China Sea. Two attempts by guilds affiliated with China to hunt it have failed so far.』

    "Are they requesting support?"

    『Yes, as it's believed unviable to fend off with only the Southeast Asian forces, a support request has been sent to countries in Northeast Asia. Will the Palao Guild deploy?』

    An additional nemesis-rank appearance meant that the enemies were serious.

    'If a nemesis-rank had appeared, I must go to seize the status.'

    Without much deliberation, I quickly gave my response.

    "Yes, we'll deploy. We're probably not the only ones heading there, right? Has a list of the other guilds been secured?"

    『The list hasn't been finalized yet.』

    "Once the final roster is confirmed, please send it with the combat report to my email."

    『Understood.』

    After hanging up, I notified the guild internally.

    "Brief them on the situation and summon the platinum ranks. Contact the personnel preselected for naval combat. After the team leaders congregate, we'll brief and deploy using the teleportation array."

    『Yes, guildmaster.』

    Preparations for the deployment quickly advanced.

    Meanwhile, the incident that occurred near the South China Sea was nationally reported.

    As Korean players moved busily, someone took notice and verified the issue in neighboring countries.

    Thus, it was swiftly reported that the Palao Guild was also being dispatched.

    Upon hearing this news, the twins hurriedly arrived at the guild.

    "Orabang!"

    "Hyung! We saw the urgent news. There are plenty of platinum ranks in other countries. Why is Korea, and specifically the Palao Guild, going? Is it really dangerous?"

    I called the two inside the office closer and responded.

    "No need to panic. We're going because it's feasible."

    It seemed like the perfect chance.

    Since I'd be away from Korea for a while, the twins' activity range needed to be minimized.

    "Make sure to stay within Rice Cake's watch at school. Don't deviate from the route to and from school, and try to study at home. For now, it's for caution's sake. Got it?"

    If there were any further schedules, I entrusted Kim Yul, during his off-duty periods, to secretly escort them.

    'With a shadow box, he would tail them unnoticed.'

    The primary reason for imposing such vigilance on the twins was simple.

    'I have a bad feeling.'

    It was a type of unease that was particularly difficult to explain with words.
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    After a few months of respite, the attacks resumed, and the enemy chose the sea, specifically the South China Sea.

    Unknowingly, that fact had kept nagging at me.

    Why, of all places, there? What was the reason?

    Even after numerous attempts to solve the riddle, no answer emerged.

    "Let's assume the first attack made it hard to identify any specific objectives due to the system's interference."

    However, the second one was clearly a strategic attack aimed at Earth's key points.

    Then why did this third one lack a clear reason?

    "As for anything particularly noteworthy in the vicinity..."

    The existence of a spirit stone mine in the Philippines came to mind.

    "The security there is excessively stringent and even lethal."

    Just to be safe, the moment I was informed, I ordered immediate reinforcement of the troops.

    Thus, there shouldn't be any significant issues with the spirit stone mine.

    "So, what is it then? Why must it be the South China Sea?"

    The lack of any reason despite repeatedly mulling it over meant my anxiety didn't lessen but rather persisted.

    "Just because I don't understand doesn't mean I can just sit idly by. I need to stay vigilant."

    I had continuously paid attention to ensure the twins' appearances and personal information were not widely disseminated.

    As a result, only a few people truly recognized my family's faces.

    Mainly acquaintances or those working in associations and government agencies.

    I didn't want the twins to suffer unwanted attention or risk facing unknown attacks because of me.

    Hence, it wasn't enough to hide the personal information thoroughly; I also stationed bodyguards along the twins' routes.

    This was an issue I insisted must be handled with utmost caution, so much so that I emphasized it excessively.

    Then, unexpectedly, Yeonwoo brought up a question I hadn't anticipated at all.

    "Oh... then what about our training?"

    My eyebrows twitched immediately.

    Even from Yeonwoo's question, there were words that jabbed at my nerves.

    Before the end of Yeonwoo's sentence, Jinwoo reacted strangely.

    He was visibly flustered and glanced at me hesitantly.

    I had a gut feeling that this was not something I could just feign ignorance about.

    So, instead of beating around the bush, I asked directly.

    "What training? What do you need training for?"

    Realizing his mistake, Yeonwoo clammed up with an "Ah."

    Meanwhile, Jinwoo started speaking to downplay the situation.

    "Uh, it's just us, I mean, friends, yeah, classmates, practicing evacuation drills for unforeseen situations. That's what we're talking about."

    But I wasn't one to be fooled by such weak attempts.

    Had that been true, Jinwoo wouldn't have been so nervous, constantly gauging my reaction.

    The twins were up to something they knew I would likely disapprove of if discovered.

    They had been hiding it, fearing the repercussions if I found out.

    "Should I directly check with your classmates?"

    If it turned out you were lying, it would only escalate the issue.

    Under the pressure, Jinwoo's eyes began to show signs of unease.

    Yet, he didn't go so far as to confess everything.

    Perhaps he was trying hard not to let me find out.

    "No big deal."

    There's still someone else here who might speak up.

    "Kang Yeonwoo."

    Using a stiff tone and even addressing him by full name, Yeonwoo's shoulders shook violently.

    If anything, Jinwoo was the sensitive and delicate one between the twins.

    That didn't mean Yeonwoo was entirely impervious to my feedback.

    "Uh, umm..."

    As expected, Yeonwoo finally opened his mouth shortly after.

    "Actually... after midterms, we're learning some basic dagger techniques and martial arts..."

    "Hey!"

    Jinwoo hurriedly covered Yeonwoo's mouth, but not before I heard all there was to hear.

    I felt a headache coming on and massaged my forehead.

    Who knew when they started doing such things?

    Was it because I was too busy and negligent, or did they take advantage of the moments I was preoccupied?

    "Raising kids is never as you intend, they say. This is exactly that."

    I hadn't expected them to dodge their studies for such reckless endeavors.

    Understanding the sequence of events, I now saw why Jinwoo had been so watchful of my reaction, trying to keep it a secret.

    Because once I found out, they'd have to quit everything.

    Not just Jinwoo, but Yeonwoo surely knew that too.

    And I was actually planning to make them stop.

    "Learning those skills won't increase your chances against a monster. Inadequate knowledge and experience are worse than none at all."

    It would give them nothing but reckless courage.

    "Leave behind any notions of directly fighting monsters. Just hang on with the defensive artifacts I gave you until you get rescued. That's your best chance."

    Asserting my stance firmly, unwilling to accept any rebuttal, Jinwoo hastily countered.

    "B-but we might become players! It's not even our choice, so preparing in advance—"

    "That won't happen."

    But I cut him off,

    "... What?"

    "I've arranged it so that you won't be selected as players. So, save your energy instead of worrying about pointless training or whatever."

    "Why would you do that...!"

    At that instant, Jinwoo interrupted my words with a shout.

    However, instead of letting his flared-up emotions take over, he began breathing deeply.

    Soon, his voice, calmer and a notch lower than before, continued.

    "I don't know how you did it, but that shouldn't be. We're not little kids you always have to babysit."

    Yet as his sentences grew longer, his emotion seemed to surge again.

    "We can think and make decisions on our own! So why, why do you unilaterally decide and inform us without even asking for our opinion...!"

    "Enough."

    While his protest was reasonably valid from a straightforward logical standpoint, because the twins were indeed separate individuals from me.

    'I'm aware of at least that basic fact.'

    In a wartime situation like now, I had no intention of respecting the twins' personalities and free will according to those apparent principles.

    Thus, I maintained a frosty expression, clasped Jinwoo's shoulders, and,

    Startled, I pulled him close enough to see my face clearly, warning him,

    "As long as I'm alive and breathing, you will never become players or go off to war."

    There are no exceptions or compromises in this matter.

    Even if I'm perceived as a villain for what I'm doing and garner resentment from the twins, I would not retreat.

    "So end this debate here. Don't make me bring up the same issue again, understand me?"

    Jinwoo mouthed silently several times in frustration, but he didn't directly express dissent or say he couldn't accept it.

    Yeonwoo, who had been watching anxiously, glanced between me and Jinwoo, then cautiously interjected.

    "Let's just do as Orabang says..."

    Finally, Jinwoo pursed his lips and lowered his head.

    "Answer."

    Still dissatisfied, I pressured for an answer, and,

    Jinwoo, with defeat in his voice, admitted,

    "Okay..."

    The struggle with the twins ended, and just then, someone appeared outside my office.

    "Guildmaster, the briefing is ready."

    "I'm coming now."

    Releasing Jinwoo's shoulders, I took a deep breath.

    "I'm not disregarding you, nor considering you unequal."

    But precisely because I've experienced war myself, I'm sure.

    "It's better not to get involved in this mess in the first place."

    After ruffling the twins' hair gently, I added,

    "Now go on back. Stay safe for the time being."

    "You better be super careful yourself, yeah?"

    "Sure, I promise."

    After giving me a firm hug, Yeonwoo led the disheartened Jinwoo out.

    Only then did I head toward the meeting room, where the briefing had concluded.

    During that brief walk down the corridor, my mind was a noisy mess.

    With the enemy regrouped and on the move once more, we had to fend off another invasion.

    It weighed heavily on me, even if unknowingly.

    "The defensive position is too disadvantageous."

    We couldn't continue enduring these unilateral attacks endlessly.

    "I must rise in status quickly."

    Dealing with Carklein first would prevent us from being desperate to protect what should be safeguarded.

    I briskly checked once more on the status that remained stagnant while still on the move.

    * * *

    Standing on the railing of a large warship, I stared at the ocean that looked as dark as ink.

    By the time I had arrived at the site where the holes had opened, the battle had already turned disadvantageous.

    Because of interference from a nemesis-rank presence, we couldn't close the newly opened holes on time, causing monsters to spill out.

    Naval battles are inherently disadvantageous unless you possess water-attribute mana.

    "The amount of mana to control water isn't limitless, either."

    Under such conditions, when a force equivalent to that in a ground battle crossed over?

    "It's impossible to respond appropriately."

    As a result, we were in a more disadvantageous position, and within hours of awaiting reinforcements, additional nemesis-rank figures were spotted.

    Combining the existing and newly emerged enemy, a total of four nemesis-ranks didn't engage with the players.

    Instead, they hid in the deep sea.

    "Clearly stalling for time."

    For what purpose, though?

    With a lack of information, the scope of my thoughts felt restricted and oppressive.

    "I should hand over the corpses to Finelpenia's apostle once the hunt concludes."

    These ones likely crossed over after erasing any records, but it'd be better to examine them rather than dispose of them outright.

    Since the frontline was already pushed back, I couldn't help but wish for a legion commander to appear, too.

    "They'd certainly know more than the nemesis rank."

    Feeling suffocated, I exhaled deeply, aware of players scattered around sneaking glances my way.

    All of them were from the Platinum rank, including members from the Palao guild, taiwan, the Philippines, and China.

    They were on standby, ready to join the hunt for the nemesis rank alongside me.

    "Ah, don't be too impatient. The news will come."

    As I sighed again, Yang Taeho, who leaned against the rail nearby, remarked.

    Just as I was about to respond, a message window refreshed.

    「The pathogen is detected.」

    「The pathogen is purified.」

    Immediately after, a familiar yet subtly foreign voice sounded nearby.

    "Hey, K."

    Glancing in the direction of the voice, I saw a woman bedecked with black, wart-like bumps on the left side of her face.

    Despite having seen her only once, and quite a while ago, I recalled her name swiftly.

    "... Yun Jihye."

    I wasn't particularly surprised by my encounter with her.

    I had already checked beforehand that she was responsible for the attacked vessel.

    "Oh, you remember me?"

    Perhaps hearing my slight mutter, a bright smile cracked across Yun Jihye's face.

    Instead of responding verbally, I observed the shrinking black bumps every time purification continued.

    The prior pathogens didn't reveal any particular outward appearances.

    Yet everyone who got infected in this assault bore these black growths.

    While mages from the Palao guild accompanying us were examining the phenomenon,

    there wasn't much to suggest they'd uncover anything significant.

    This condition solely manifested among players.

    After a moment, diverting my gaze from Yun Jihye, I spoke up again.
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    "What brings you here? I've already received the situation report."

    "We meet after so long, and that's your greeting? A bit disappointing."

    "... I don't think we were ever close enough for warm greetings."

    "I've always thought of you as a kind of savior to me. It seems we're both kindred spirits, so let's not be too hostile and be friendly."

    I had never done anything to be called a savior by Yun Jihye.

    'If anything, wouldn't she consider me an enemy?'

    After all, I had stopped her revenge. But pointing that out myself would just seem ridiculous.

    Instead of nitpicking, I changed the subject.

    "I asked why you came here."

    Why was she being so evasive with her words when it was a simple question?

    When I furrowed my brow and demanded an answer, Yun Jihye shrugged and replied.

    "Well, I heard the battle-crazed K was impatiently waiting, so I came to calm him down."

    The way Yun Jihye casually joked with me was unsettling.

    She was not someone I had pleasant memories of. So, without even looking at her, I replied.

    "Stop with the nonsense. Isn't the position scouting done yet? The waiting time is getting too long."

    "Oh, do you think a naval battle is so easy?"

    Yun Jihye retorted as she climbed up the railing beside me and sat down.

    "Do you know how deep the sea is? Unlike land, we have to watch above, below, left, right, front, and back, you know? Unless you bring an aerial radar, don't expect it to be found quickly."

    All the players with high Detection-type were deployed, so for now, we had to wait patiently.

    "What if we search the wrong place and they show up somewhere else?"

    "..."

    "Wouldn't it be regretful if others capture them? I heard you always wanted to deal the last blow to nemesis-rank ones yourself."

    As Yun Jihye continued, I frowned.

    'I had been waiting for half a day already.'

    Just waiting around was making me restless.

    I needed to find a way to locate these guys quickly.

    With that single objective in mind and brainstorming, a thought suddenly struck me.

    'There's no rule saying I have to find them first, right?'

    Couldn't I create a situation where they couldn't help but emerge on their own?

    I stared intently at the deep, dark ocean and murmured.

    "Saltwater..."

    I recalled a lesson from science class during school.

    Electricity is transmitted much more actively in conductors like ions than just plain water.

    Reaching that point, I started thinking about the components of salt.

    'I believe sodium chloride breaks down into chloride ions and sodium ions...'

    In my mind, I had already concluded that this method was correct.

    The issue was that the method I came up with was too drastic.

    'It might completely destroy the ecosystem.'

    I hesitated for a moment but only for a short while.

    I needed the status, and for that, I had to eliminate those creatures in the depths.

    I couldn't just sit back and watch as they dragged out the time.

    'If the method is too drastic, solve the problems that arise from it.'

    I spoke to Yang Taeho, who was leaning against the railing next to me.

    "Are you capable of setting rocks along the boundary, hyung?"

    "Huh?"

    Perhaps it was time to create an aquarium to minimize the impact.

    A very, very large aquarium.

    * * *

    Since ancient times, humans have referred to phenomena beyond their power as miracles.

    Take, for example, events like the miracles of Moses documented in religious texts.

    The story where Moses stretched out his hand, the sea parted, and the Israelites walked on dry land.

    Until now, no sea-tied miracle was more famous than that.

    But from today, things would be different.

    "As the preparations seem complete, we will proceed. Players, please avoid coming into contact with water and focus on protecting the ship. When the situation progresses, follow the pre-informed guidelines and respond accordingly."

    As a businesslike voice of K ended, Yun Jihye spoke up.

    "Wait, wait! Are you seriously going to do this?"

    But no one answered her question.

    Before Yun Jihye finished speaking, K had already jumped into the sea.

    It only took a few seconds for the water to splash and then settle down.

    In the silence, Yun Jihye surveyed her surroundings with a peculiar expression.

    The first thing that caught her eye was the barrier distorting the air slightly.

    The first priority when a Hole occurs at sea is to seal off the area with a barrier.

    'Monsters must not spread everywhere.'

    Monsters that had escaped before erecting the barrier were one matter, but preventing further breaches was crucial.

    Until the situation was entirely resolved, they kept deploying barrier stones to maintain the blockade.

    The same protocol was followed when something went wrong in the South China Sea.

    And K had further divided that sealed region again.

    He gathered rock-type players to create a massive rock dome inside the barrier.

    'Or rather, it's not exactly a dome...?'

    Usually, a dome bulges towards the sky, but this was upside-down.

    The convex part touched the seabed like a bowl.

    Massive rocky protrusions along the barrier's edge subtly commanded presence.

    Using people to isolate a portion of the sea was already astonishing.

    Yet what K intended to do didn't stop there.

    And Yun Jihye couldn't deny that what K was about to do was madness.

    "What the heck does he think about on a daily basis...?"

    She mumbled in disbelief, sensing another presence behind her.

    "Our guildmaster is quite bold, ain't he?"

    Yang Taeho spoke with a grin.

    Yun Jihye turned her incredulous gaze to Yang Taeho.

    He was the one who gathered Temoria's tankers and assisted in orchestrating this outrageous plan.

    One couldn't fathom what kind of mindset conjured up and courageously executed such a scheme.

    "What is that guy, really? Does he truly think this is feasible? Isn't he crazy?"

    "Whoa there, why the harsh words? You seem rather close-minded, young lady."

    Even while her astonishment was at its peak, it seemed she'd soon lose her breath.

    Without agreeing, Yun Jihye pointed to herself, questioning.

    "Close-minded? Me?"

    What actions and responses led to such a conclusion?

    "I wasn't criticizing you, just raising a point."

    From his stance, it might be madness, but to Hyunwoo, his perspective was different.

    "I mean, from Hyunwoo's viewpoint, wouldn't things differ?"

    Suddenly, I couldn't think of a counterargument as logic appeared in Yang Taeho's words.

    Yeah, what he said had merit.

    "Though it seems reckless to me."

    From K's standpoint, he might see those who think this reckless as foolish.

    This was a man who alone had taken down nemesis-rank beings and even hunted down a legion commander, something yet unattainable by any.

    "And to even attempt such madness, one needs the ability."

    Adjusting might take some time.

    The moment Yang Taeho added a word with a smile.

    Gurgle, rumble!

    Bizarre sounds, never to be heard in ordinary, mundane settings, appeared.

    "It's moving!"

    "Hold tight!"

    Suddenly, the sea surface began to ripple violently.

    Bubbles defying gravity leapt upwards in a noisy commotion.

    It was like spreading water on a flat sheet and hitting it relentlessly.

    I recalled childhood memories of marveling at bouncing water droplets and playing without noticing my wet clothes.

    A rising heat at my feet quickly replaced those reminiscences.

    That day, Yun Jihye witnessed a miracle that completely overshadowed past memories.

    "The sea...!"

    It was boiling, sizzling.

    What else could one call this if not a miracle?

    Yun Jihye, at a loss for words, gazed vacantly at the sea.

    'Water is basically non-living.'

    Much like air freely enters and exits barriers, unaffected, water does the same.

    For this large-scale electrocution, K isolated a portion of the ocean.

    To prevent ecological devastation if his actions affected outside the barrier.

    Thanks to this, the event didn't propagate across the entire sea.

    However, hoping for surviving marine life in the segregated area would be futile.

    The evidence was emerging in the chunks rising on the boiling sea.

    Initially, it was all fish, but soon even larger figures, multiple times the fish, appeared.

    These were the corpses of monsters. Some were trembling, yet alive.

    "What are you standing around for?! Move quickly!"

    Yang Taeho shouted, snapping players, including Yun Jihye, out of their daze.

    Bronze and Silver rank players started retrieving the fish and monster corpses.

    While Gold-ranked ones dealt with monsters not dead yet due to their resistance.

    Thus continued an ambiguous situation for minutes.

    Thud, awooo.

    Deep rumbles were heard from the depths.

    "Massive mana approaching!"

    "One is presumably K!"

    "Two mana sources suspected to be nemesis-rank!"

    Players were shouting while using detection magic to ensure no monsters survived.

    Suddenly, like a rising mountain, the sea surged skyward.

    * * *

    Typically, a rapid electric current flows across a conductor's surface.

    Had I struck the lightning from outside, the current would have diffused along the surface, gradually weakening.

    'Likely not harming those submerged monsters.'

    Hence, instead of lightning outside, I plunged into the water.

    Thanks to the magical underwater breathing tool received from the association's president, breathing wasn't difficult.

    Yet the experience of slowly sinking deeper was quite unfamiliar.

    Growing depths resulted in gloomier visibility and muffled noises from my ears.

    Additionally, the temperature gradually cooled.

    It was unlike the cold air encountered in winter.

    It was a chill that seemed to drain my body heat, seeping into my bones.

    Was it because, as a land animal, survival underwater wasn't inherent?

    Everything surrounding me was far from pleasant.

    Even with heightened senses, I continued descending deeper.

    Eventually, fish began scattering, noticing my presence.

    Soon after, monsters appeared.

    It seemed these creatures near the Hole, after players evacuated the water, sensed and reacted to me.

    That indicated my proximity to the Hole.

    Bubble, bubble.

    As monsters charged toward me, bubbles obscured my view with each gulp.

    However, skewering them with my spear wasn't challenging.

    Monsters mostly floundered like fish impaled on a harpoon.

    I wrung their necks as I peered into the deeper abyss.

    Where several Holes and the approaching monsters' mana converged.

    'This should suffice.'

    For a typical human, this unfathomable depth would be unimaginable unprotected.

    Standing firm there, I awaited the steadily advancing monsters.

    The anticipation was a tedious period devoid of terror or tension.

    Thus my mind brimmed with unnecessary, trivial thoughts.

    'Might I be the first fool to trigger a massive electric shock underwater?'

    A regular person wouldn't handle the repercussions.

    They'd struggle just to bring an electric shock device down here.

    Though I'm contemplating this might indeed be reckless.

    'But nothing else guarantees reliability.'

    Spotting dark monsters faintly through the water, I extracted mana from the core.

    Immediately, blue lightning showered, enveloping the tranquil abyss.

    Damned System

  
    Chapter 327

    Chapter 327. Trap (4)

    The lightning that rampaged beneath the ocean held immense dominance, extending further and further away.

    The mana I possessed emitted lightning powerful enough to electrify the entire massive aquarium built by players.

    As a result, the monsters that swam towards me, as if to devour, began to float lifelessly.

    It seemed that over half of them were either dead from electrocution or paralyzed.

    The rest were highly resistant 5 or 6-star evolved species or of the general-rank.

    I hunted those ones directly.

    Of course, I didn't forget to continually disperse lightning even in such a situation.

    Thanks to this, it wasn't long before there was a reaction.

    I saw a massive shadow approaching, crossing the dark deep sea.

    It seemed to think it was being stealthy by concealing its mana tightly within its core.

    'The entire area was already filled with my mana.'

    Even the scattered currents, having lost their form, were under my control.

    Hence, I noticed their approach immediately.

    I implemented a lightning storm without hesitation, and the surrounding monsters were shattered.

    The black blood spilled by the dying creatures densely covered the surroundings.

    It resembled a situation where black ink was splattered everywhere.

    While my vision was obstructed, so too was the vision of those targeting me.

    Amidst that, I stretched my hand towards the closest presence.

    Eventually, as the black blood began to whirlpool suddenly,

    'Lightning Spear.'

    The lightning spear, about three times longer than its basic form, was materialized.

    Immediately, the golden spear was sucked into the creature's gaping maw that rushed at me.

    The spear embedded deep into the nemesis-rank creature, which had swum rapidly intending to engulf me whole.

    Grrr, bubble!

    The creature thrashed in apparent agony, and its violent movements made the black blood swirling around even more chaotic.

    To block its large maw, much bigger than me, I erected Vetroban's spear vertically.

    Letting attribute mana flow through the spear was a bonus.

    Caught midway between me and the spear, it couldn't close its jaws and had to endure continuous pain from the lightning spear and lightning.

    Even in this situation, it tried to implement Water-based Magic multiple times to drive me away, but disabling the creature's magic was now a trivial matter for me.

    An instant message about infection appeared as its black blood soared from its nemesis-rank body, but this also posed no problem for me.

    'A well-developed Alpha is truly versatile.'

    I had plenty of leeway, even enough to entertain stray thoughts during battle.

    As a result, I remained unflustered, purifying the pathogen while continually ramming additional lightning spears into the nemesis-rank's body.

    「Successfully eliminated the enemy.」

    「The opponent's status is stolen.」

    After dispatching one nemesis-rank creature, I felt a chilling presence from behind.

    Without delay, I retrieved Vetroban's spear and leaped from the nemesis-rank's corpse.

    Immediately, black blade-like forms slashed the corpse of the fallen nemesis-rank into pieces.

    'There's no visible mana arrangement.'

    This meant it wasn't magic.

    It seemed they resorted to using Kerax on me after confirming my proficiency in countering magic.

    Even though it couldn't be neutralized in advance, such projectiles didn't threaten me significantly.

    Eventually, a close combat ensued with the newly emerged creature.

    'So, the legion commander had crossed over.'

    Could this creature have been among the three nemesis-rank that were newly sighted?

    It was possible the search team had made an error, considering the countless stars above its head.

    'Regardless of the reason, it's a welcome development.'

    I faced off directly against the legion commander, who had limbs like a human.

    Monsters usually took the form of beasts, known as monster-type, or evolved into a form closer to humans, known as human-type.

    The first creature resembled a catfish or whale, with a long and immense body.

    The next creature appeared to have fins on its limbs, yet still closer to a human form.

    Since it evolved underwater, engaging it in close combat wasn't easy.

    Its movements underwater were notably quick and precise.

    Every time its limbs with fins flexed, it moved almost like a bullet being fired,

    and I, not accustomed to underwater combat, couldn't dodge or block all of its moves.

    Physically, our capabilities were likely not drastically different.

    I modified the Lightning Prison to create a temporary shield.

    "Gahhh!"

    Was it frustrating to be blocked repeatedly?

    The legion commander opened its mouth wide, baring its bloodshot eyes.

    Dozens of kerak masses spewed from its open jaws towards me.

    Naturally, the moment it opened its mouth, I countered with the Lightning Prison.

    As a result, the kerak it expelled was trapped within the Lightning Prison, unable to escape.

    Attempting to pierce it with a lightning spear infused with divinity, I felt a rapidly rising presence from below.

    No sooner had I lowered the spear tip did I see two massive nemesis-rank beasts.

    Unable to evade them underwater, they collided with me and began swimming towards the ocean surface.

    "Ugh!"

    The faster they swam, the stronger the water pressure bore down on me.

    The oppressive force subsided only after they succeeded in pushing me out beyond the surface.

    "Phew!"

    No sooner had I shot into the air than I spat out the brine.

    "Roarrr!"

    Simultaneously, I turned towards the two massive nemesis-rank beasts that emerged, creating enormous splashes.

    Both resembled whales, their glaring blood-red eyes fixated ominously on me.

    But I wasn't one to retreat.

    'I'll kill them all first and investigate the bodies.'

    I stood on my mana in mid-air, extending my hand.

    "Kerax."

    「The spear imbued with Kerax's thought returns to its bound master.」

    The spear, which should have been lying around in my room, popped out with a slight motion.

    Once I grasped it, I conducted the unnamed magic created with Aghel.

    Judging that there was no need to use divinity, I poured only mana into it.

    The moment a blinding light burst forth, kerax's Spear left my hand and plummeted into the ocean.

    Swish.

    Initially, it seemed only a light breeze passed by, just a sound of the passing wind.

    Crackle.

    Next came the sound of the magic hastily constructed by the nemesis-rank shattering.

    Plop.

    Followed by the sound of the spear piercing through the surface and sinking into the water.

    Unable to endure the impact generated as Kerax's spear swept past, the nemesis-rank beasts exposed above the water were shredded to pieces.

    Yet, their black blood didn't stain the sea.

    "Argh!"

    "Vortex, ah!"

    "Raise the ships! Ships, ships!"

    "Protect the vessel!"

    Splashhh.

    Before that could happen, sounds akin to waterfalls echoed, and the sea began to split apart.

    The sea seemed to erupt or recede, like witnessing a recreation of Moses dividing the waters, centered around the path Kerax's spear had carved.

    Thanks to this, I could see the legion commander, who should have been in the ocean depths, quite clearly.

    With the sea, which was a nuisance in battling the creature, removed, I could now proceed seriously with interception.

    The instant I unleashed the saved authority and mixed it with mana, Flame Strikes continuously rained down over a dozen times.

    Within golden flames that filled where the sea should have been, I briefly heard screams and curses.

    「Successfully eliminated the enemy.」

    「The target's status has been seized.」

    For a battle that concluded after a half-day's wait, it felt somewhat anticlimactic.

    However, I was satisfied with the result of the battle.

    'Three nemesis-rank creatures and a legion commander; it feels like I've bolstered my status after a while.'

    I vividly sensed the growth in my status, which had been in a stagnant state. I even contemplated seeking out the legion commanders for more rapid growth myself.

    Though, it was a consideration for after dealing with matters in this place first.

    'Let's secure the corpses first.'

    Just in time, the seawater that had been artificially repelled began to surge back.

    I connected my mana to the legion commander's corpse and reeled it in.

    After carefully gathering up the other nemesis-rank corpses, I returned to the vessel where Yang Taeho awaited.

    "Where are you rushing off to...?"

    Immediately upon setting foot aboard the ship, an unfamiliar voice greeted me.

    Turning my head, I saw an elderly woman with dark, curly brown hair and vivid golden eyes.

    "Camellia Fyond."

    "K."

    "It's been a while. Were you assigned to Danang? How's life there?"

    "Quite good indeed. In fact, I always wished to spend my later years in a warm country."

    She was someone I was acquainted with—a former apostle who had evacuated to Earth.

    She had served Finelpenia, a god with authority over reading past records.

    Beside her was a timely arrival, Gilenios.

    "Don't companies give bonuses for good work? Was this a good job? Do I get a bonus?"

    I nodded naturally at his mischievous remark.

    "You'll receive it as part of your year-end bonus; check your pay statement later."

    Gilenios's eyes widened in surprise, perhaps not expecting me to actually accept his proposal.

    But I would gladly award generous bonuses to those who worked well.

    It wasn't merely to motivate.

    'It also provides justification to work them even harder.'

    Leaving a delighted Gilenios at the news of a bonus behind, I spoke to Camellia.

    "I apologize for bringing you here on short notice. I'll formally make amends for today's intrusion later, but for now, could you check these creatures' records?"

    They seemed to have been planning something, but there was no way to discern what.

    It was time to resort to authority to find out before anything further developed.

    Camellia's gaze landed on the deeply scorched legion commander and the fragmented nemesis-rank corpses.

    Soon after, she began using her authority, serenely as if it was the natural thing to do.

    While standing by with arms crossed, only briefly,

    "These all belong to the messeo... which means there are no records from before they crossed the Hole."

    It was as expected, not surprising.

    Surely they've obscured the records with corrupted divinity.

    Nevertheless, it wasn't as if there was entirely no gain despite their ploys.

    "But this one, this one dropped something into the sea immediately upon crossing over."

    She pointed to the first nemesis-rank to appear.

    What could it have dropped?

    "Could you verify its appearance and purpose?"

    "Hmm... It looks like a disk, and as for its purpose, I'm not too certain, not being a mage. I can sketch what I've seen if there's paper."

    At her words, Yang Taeho promptly brought out paper and a pen.

    Camellia, having received them, began drawing.

    Was it due to spending so much of her life conveying what she witnessed?

    Camellia's drawing was remarkably detailed.

    The pattern etched on the disk, roughly 50 cm in diameter, appeared vividly, as if seen with the naked eye.

    Thanks to this, I could identify it right away.

    "A magic circle..."

    The characters and the structure were unfamiliar, unlike any I'd seen before, but it wasn't hard to identify it as a magic circle.

    'I'll need to summon Ahel.'

    Simultaneously, there was something else to do.

    "Could you make additional copies for distribution?"

    "Of course."

    With Camellia confirming, she began drawing again. I handed the initial drawing to Yun Jihye and said,

    "Players, let's start the search right away."

    "... Search? For what? You're not saying that? In that sea?"

    For some reason, it felt as though Yun Jihye was cursing me with her gaze.
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    "Is it reasonable to ask someone to find something the size of a human head in this vast sea?"

    Yun Jihye cursed both mentally and verbally. Despite her complaints, when the actual search began, she dedicated herself more than anyone else.

    Thanks to her efforts, they managed to locate the disk that the monsters had abandoned in the sea after four days.

    Naturally, mages affiliated with the Palao Guild were summoned afterward.

    "Um, to put it simply..."

    I listened to Ahel's explanation.

    "It's kind of like a hub."

    Initially, the explanation seemed nonsensical, but it didn't take long for me to understand.

    "Are you talking about a network device?"

    "Yes, like the devices you connect to a LAN, such as a computer or printer."

    For a moment, I thought I might be speaking to a fellow earthling.

    What exactly had Ahel been up to for him to have acquired knowledge in such areas? I couldn't help but ask, feeling both amazed and incredulous.

    "Where did you learn those terms?"

    Ahel held up the tablet PC that he carried everywhere like his lifeline and said,

    "Besides the tutor that K assigned to me, I also have a wonderful teacher named Wikki Wiki Encyclopedia."

    Being able to look up knowledge anytime and anywhere without carrying around books was indeed impressive.

    "The internet is truly a great revolution!"

    Ahel didn't stop there and went on to praise the internet and all online services. If left unchecked, he would have continued endlessly for days, so I had to stop him.

    "Enough, enough, let's get back to what we were discussing."

    "Alright then."

    Ahel resumed explaining as if it was nothing important, pointing back at the disk.

    "This is usually used to carry a magic circle, but it's so dreadfully difficult to make, and it costs a fortune that it's rarely used even at the Magic Tower."

    For it to be described as expensive by the Magic Tower...

    Would it take the annual budget of a small nation to make just one of those tiny disks? While I examined the disk with my eye, Ahel's explanation continued.

    "With just this, it's hard to figure out exactly what the main body magic is. All we know immediately is that the enemies tried to expand the influence of their main body magic here by installing various hubs."

    "So does that mean the main magic is installed somewhere?"

    "Whether it's already installed, being installed, or just about to be installed, nobody knows."

    The only certain fact was.

    "This auxiliary tool, which functions as a hub, is certainly not the only one. This is really only used for large-scale magic."

    Upon hearing that, I finally understood why I had been feeling anxious.

    'The seabed cannot be confirmed by the naked eye.'

    Unlike the sky or land, it was impossible to scout it with satellites. Up to now, it hadn't been a significant issue.

    'It was manageable.'

    The movements of enemies invading the sea largely depended on the exploration magic of players who actually travel there.

    Even if they were not detected early, the holes burst open, allowing monsters to flood in, thus getting discovered soon.

    Given that countless monsters couldn't sneak in undetected, this was nearly impossible.

    But that was under normal circumstances.

    'What if monsters didn't flood out of the holes?'

    Would they have been discovered swiftly then?

    Discussing the possibility was not timely.

    I already knew of a case where a hole appeared, allowed monsters through, and then disappeared after only a few managed to slip through.

    'If a hole was generated before being detected by players and swiftly opened and soon destroyed...'

    Adding the most terrible, terrible, and dreadful elements together created a rather horrendous assumption.

    The area where the problematic hole occurred was under the sea, where general-rank or higher monsters hid in the deep sea, scattering items like these disks everywhere.

    '... It hinges on how far the situation has progressed.'

    While it was still a hypothesis, I tentatively concluded that it had advanced to some degree.

    'Initially, the nemesis-rank monster didn't come through to attack the ship or to resume a large-scale invasion.'

    The originally appearing nemesis-rank monster had emerged from the hole to set this up and merely encountered the ship with Yun Jihye on it at that moment.

    From the nemesis-rank monster's perspective, it truly was extremely unlucky.

    'It probably attempted to eliminate the witnesses right after.'

    Yun Jihye and other water-type players might have prevented the cover-up.

    'If a support request was made immediately because of that...'

    It would then explain why additional monsters started flooding through.

    Having seen the Magic Tools Fabian had, there was no doubt.

    The enemies indeed had a method to communicate across dimensions without being hindered by distance.

    Finally, I started grasping the situation.

    Thanks to this, the anxiety that lingered in the back of my mind vanished.

    Instead, alertness surged, knowing that it might already be too late.

    "Oh, and one more thing."

    Following Ahel's next comment, I was able to take a bit more relief.

    "The most important aspect of installing this is the location."

    Every disk must function as a passage in each area for the wide-scale magic to be properly implemented.

    The meaning of those words was simple.

    "This means this place is an essential area for them."

    "Yes, exactly."

    From that point, my task became simple.

    While guarding this place, I needed to find all the other disks.

    Before the critical large-scale magic could be executed.

    Immediately, I pulled out my phone and dialed Lily's number.

    * * *

    Upon receiving the news of the South China Sea, Lily promptly issued another summons.

    All shipping was halted, and water-type players dispersed across the world's seas.

    Guided by their continued efforts over several days under the sea,

    'From the South China Sea to the Arabian Sea, nearly 19 nemesis-rank monsters were discovered across the Indian Ocean encompassing Southeast Asia and India.'

    Nearly 20 nemesis-rank monsters had quietly and secretly crossed over to hide and install the disks.

    The issue was that these 20 or so weren't the end.

    By marking and observing the nemesis-rank and disks' locations, new insights emerged from the mages.

    - With this scale, it seems like a 9-star magic scale.

    The anticipated area of the magic's influence was broadly expected to cover the entirety of Southeast Asia and India.

    The necessary number of disks was roughly estimated at about 50.

    Only about half had been found.

    'It's chilling.'

    Had it not been for the encounter with the nemesis-rank monster by the ship that Yun Jihye was on...

    Had all the members perished without survivors, allowing the enemies more time...

    'I would have been caught unaware.'

    Occurrences of nemesis-rank monsters and disk discoveries continued today, over two weeks since the South China Sea incident had concluded.

    "Move it, move it!"

    "Everyone, get out of the water!"

    "Move quickly!"

    "Don't rush me!"

    Battles with the discovered monsters ensued as an obvious outcome.

    Nemesis-rank creatures hidden in the depths quickly called for reinforcements upon realizing they'd been spotted.

    The nemesis-rank summoned a legion commander to guard the corresponding area.

    During December's last week, with the year-end nearing, a battle broke out near the Arabian Sea following the same pattern.

    "K, we're ready!"

    At Ethan's shout, who had come to support, I immediately hurled Kerax's spear.

    Boom!

    The receding tide was soon blocked by high-soaring rocks or ice.

    This was the most efficient method to minimize the mana waste of the water-type players.

    Then, it was the turn for ordinary players, who had been on standby on flying ships, to spring into action.

    "Sweep them away!"

    Each player who leapt into the empty seabed brandished their weapons.

    The black blood spilled by the monsters steadily filled the void left by the sea water.

    Whether it was fortunate or unfortunate, it wasn't entirely bad that such battles had been ongoing for several days.

    'Three more today.'

    Thanks to that, I was able to increase my status, which had been stagnant for quite long, substantially.

    With Gilenios present, I could traverse the entire world without being restricted by time.

    Others thought it was through the power of teleportation magic, but in reality, it was a much better performance of a dedicated mobility device.

    This meant I could collect nemesis-ranks found worldwide.

    'Although less efficient than Legion Commanders.'

    In my situation, I was not picky whether the meal was cold or warm. I bustled around the world to plunder the nemesis-rank's status relentlessly.

    I even pleaded with other guild leaders to allow me to land the final blow on monsters of nemesis-rank or higher.

    About 80% accepted my request.

    Naturally, it wasn't out of pure goodwill.

    Most of them demanded spirit stones, legendary weapons, or even high-quality corrupted areas currently managed by the Palao Guild.

    I had to negotiate, managing guild losses and internal opposition accordingly.

    Thanks to this, the status I collected before the South China Sea incident was nearly equivalent to what I gathered after.

    While I hunted nemesis-ranks separate from the battlefield, the battle between player corps and monster corps was coming to an end.

    "We'll carry the corpses!"

    "Lift them! Upwards! Move it up more!"

    Judging by the ongoing cleanup process, it seemed fair to say the battle was over.

    After battles like today's, cleanup was essential.

    Leaving monster corpses in the sea would inevitably cause various problems.

    I observed the busy cleanup and reached for a spot near my chest.

    'It won't be long now.'

    I had never known before how much status was needed to move to the next stage. But now, I knew naturally that it wouldn't be long.

    It was just before stepping into the realm that ordinary life forms refer to as the level of gods.

    The more I seized status from the monsters, the more I was convinced.

    A significant transformation would soon occur within me.

    * * *

    "I told you this would fail. Didn't I say it would?"

    "You were so stubborn..."

    "At a point where it's already hard to input additional resources... How do you plan to recover from this loss?"

    Amidst the expected pouring of criticism and scorn, the former Magic Tower Master of the Atar Empire, Vecarm, wore a grim expression.

    However, he couldn't brazenly open his mouth with the failed plan he had initially advocated for right before his eyes.

    Vecarm's pride was far too exalted for him to escape situations through such cowardly means.

    "I won't deny the failure."

    Therefore, Vecarm acknowledged his failure in a composed voice.

    "But whether you have the right to criticize it is another matter."

    He didn't intend to remain in the status of failure or a defeated party.

    "I believe my attempts for vengeance exceed the empty words of those who did nothing, despite their disciples being slaughtered at the enemy's hands."

    At the very least, he had tried to avenge.

    "What? What did you just say?!"

    "Are you calling us cowardly?!"

    "How dare you, as a failure, speak!"

    Here, the individuals who once served as magic tower masters of various countries collectively raised their voices.

    However, Vecarm was the type who wouldn't yield to such a level of reaction.

    He leaned back in his chair and spoke in a chilling tone.
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    "Is budget or resources really more precious than the lives of our disciples?"

    At least, not for Vecarm.

    When Moltan Bell, sent to annihilate the remaining demi-humans, returned as a headless corpse.

    He resolved to avenge the death by any means necessary.

    Therefore, despite opposition from other tower lords, he prepared, configuring a large-scale wide-area magic circle.

    'Too early discovered, considering the advantage of proceeding underwater.'

    Because of a single person's continuous effort to shake off one sense of anxiety, many details were exposed.

    'The fact that this side could use the holes more freely should also be seen as revealed.'

    Most importantly, the plan to infect and massacre a majority of Earth's population had completely failed.

    'If only the plan succeeded, it would have forced a massive consumption of potion supplies and kept those troublesome Alpha bastards tied to that area.'

    It would be a lie to say it wasn't regretful, but continuing to dwell on a failed endeavor without moving on is about as foolish as it gets.

    Thus, he intended to argue that this should be the end of the discussion, and it was time to set up the next plan.

    "The plan to infect Earth's populace has already failed. Continuing the discussion would be a waste of time, so let's move on to the next agenda."

    However, someone else voiced the same claim a step ahead of Vecarm.

    'Severius Lvarmonte.'

    He was once a tower lord of the past Ferrell Kingdom.

    He was in a similar situation as Vecarm. Eril had also been killed by the hand of the same outsider.

    'How oddly fated.'

    Vecarm and Severius had a connection from the past.

    Their two disciples had taken a liking to each other, leading to an engagement.

    Thanks to that, they occasionally exchanged news through their disciples.

    However, it wasn't to the extent of siding with each other...

    'What's his intention?'

    Vecarm quietly observed the gentle-faced Severius.

    Meanwhile, sibelius calmly continued what he wanted to say.

    "My disciples were researching the Ventri race before they died... what if we use it to target the lands of the Earthlings?"

    "Does that mean you're willing to disclose your research findings?"

    "Indeed."

    Severius answered affirmatively while looking back at Vecarm.

    'Is he suggesting I lend a hand this time?'

    It could certainly be seen as a proposal for collaboration.

    Severius must also desperately desire to avenge his disciples.

    "Our disciples would be happier with us avenging them with their achievements."

    There's no need to hinder a comrade pursuing the same goal. It's fairer to fully support him.

    'The Ferrell-born supporters who sided with Severius were half-destroyed when the second artificial island collapsed.'

    Materials for the magic circle and vast magical knowledge accumulated over centuries.

    Invaluable treasures had been obliterated.

    Support from the still intact first island would be essential.

    "To honor their spirits, we must join forces. If there's anything you need, I'm here to support you."

    Vecarm willingly shook hands extended by Severius.

    * * *

    On the way home, wrapping up a grueling day.

    A woman, lucky enough to find a seat on the subway, fixed her gaze on the phone screen.

    『Look at these people! No way, absolutely not. If I turn on the cam here, I'll be caught for sure.』

    - Want to see Yul getting caught.

    - Click-click.

    - Just curious, I'll just take a peek.

    - Yul, don't worry. I'll capture these guys and report them to the association.

    Visible were the face of Kim Yul, who had dyed his hair silver to resemble the fairy representative, Dennis.

    Not only the woman but also the man beside her and the group of students standing in front of her were watching the same broadcast.

    The live broadcast that started about ten minutes ago had more viewers than Kim Yul's usual livestreams.

    'Because a hole exploded right in the middle of the station.'

    Kim Yul had been urgently dispatched to manage the disaster that occurred earlier this morning.

    Due to his youthful age and cheerful demeanor, many tended to forget that Kim Yul was indeed a Platinum rank player.

    Among the players worldwide, only about 200 had reached that Platinum rank.

    Thanks to Kim Yul's involvement, the situation was swiftly handled.

    Subsequent reports regarding the event poured in, and Kim Yul launched a live broadcast.

    『Isn't it a bit too much, everyone? I rushed here because today was the scheduled day for the live broadcast, but nobody even asks how I'm doing!』

    - Because you look fine.

    - We all know.

    - Boo-hoo, are you upset we didn't care?

    As Kim Yul finished speaking, the chat window scrolled down.

    Among them, there was also a comment from the woman, who chuckled softly at his usual cheerful voice.

    - I trusted the Pink Retriever.

    - Now it's Silver.

    - Can't get used to the silver hair.

    - A pity, though pink was perfect.

    Undoubtedly, some must have died, gotten injured, or suffered property damage due to this incident.

    However, only a very small minority panicked, succumbed to fear, or found their daily lives disrupted.

    Invasions from outsiders, holes, and monsters.

    All of this had become quite common in their new normal.

    The citizens were exhaustively trained in safety protocols, underground bunkers for emergencies existed, and military forces controlling and protecting the area resided in the city.

    The war against monsters was no longer an unrelenting object of fear.

    Rather, each successfully defended hole and monster hunt became a source of pride.

    With each repetitive event, they reaffirmed the substantial level of Earth's power.

    Thus, numerous online communities buzzed with talks proclaiming victory was near.

    Hadn't Earth's players successfully thwarted the second massive invasion attempt in the Indian Ocean a few weeks back?

    『Oh, who cares! I'm pouting now! Even when I was running for Earth's peace, no praise for me.』

    Kim Yul, seemingly sulking, swayed his head side to side, snorting disdainfully as he boarded a vehicle.

    - Yul, where are you going?

    - You got in a car?

    - Whose car?

    『A staff member from our guild's HR team. Do you want to say hi?』

    As the screen moved, the image of the man sitting in the driver's seat appeared.

    He awkwardly smiled and lightly waved towards the camera.

    『Nice to meet you. Today, I'm Yul's chauffeur.』

    『I'm not bossing him around; it's just that I don't have a license. They'll fine me if they catch me flying now...』

    Due to players imitating actions, like jumping from high places, several societal problems had arisen.

    This resulted in stricter regulations prohibiting the use of abilities outside combat areas.

    The policy was pushed forward by the anti-player politicians advocating for tighter leashes on them.

    'What are they doing to players devoting themselves to Earth? Punish the reckless kids and the parents who failed to teach them properly.'

    It would be great if those politicians were devoured by monsters.

    Even as the woman inwardly grumbled, the broadcast continued.

    After departing from the station and returning to the guild building in Gangnam, Kim Yul chatted away, engaging with viewers.

    『Asking what to do at the guild? Hmm, probably similar to a typical office routine? Since the field battle is over, I need to write a report, and then about the loot distribution... Oh?』

    As the car entered the underground parking of the building, Kim Yul leaned forward with wide eyes.

    『Sir?』

    With that abrupt mumbling, question marks filled the chat window.

    - Who's he calling?

    - Looks like a guild member came down?

    As everyone's curiosity heightened, Kim Yul's car entered the parking section and came to a complete halt.

    Soon, the voice of the guild staff, who had gotten out first, was heard beyond the screen.

    『When did you return to the country, Yang Taeho?』

    The moment the identity of the person Kim Yul called 'brother' became clear.

    - Our Taeho's here?

    - ?? I didn't see any articles?

    - Finally, some local speech again?

    - Articles don't cover everything. Players now move around with teleportation circles.

    - True, if the guild doesn't announce it, it's hard to know.

    - Is it that person who moves with K every time on dispatch? I wonder if K's here too?

    While discussions flowed through the chat, Kim Yul exited the car and adjusted his phone.

    He redirected the camera pointing at him towards Yang Taeho.

    However, Yang Taeho's image didn't immediately appear.

    From where Kim Yul stood, he couldn't see the side where Yang Taeho stood near the elevator.

    Quickening his steps toward the glass door connected to the elevator, Kim Yul called out happily to Yang Taeho.

    『Ajussi!』

    『What? Did you go out because the hole exploded? No injuries?』

    Unlike Kim Yul or Hyunwoo, Yang Taeho had almost no media presence.

    Thus many viewers warmly welcomed his appearance.

    Yang Taeho was also one of the few Platinum rank players in Korea.

    In this era where the number of Platinum ranks directly correlates with national power, his popularity was substantial.

    Amid the viewers' enthusiastic responses, Kim Yul casually shrugged his shoulders and answered lightly.

    『Like I would get hurt fighting a general-rank! You're still intact, I see?』

    『No matter what, I'm a tank; it'd hurt my pride to carry scratches.』

    After exchanging brief pleasantries, the guild staff raised a question.

    『You returned early. We didn't hear any news from the guild. Did other guild members return with you?』

    『No, due to some matters, just us first.』

    Hyunwoo seemed to be all over the place, making it hard to get a precise schedule.

    The guild members were to return after tidying all post-battle tasks.

    『Where's Hyunwoo hyung? Did he head home first?』

    『He should be upstairs.』

    He had something to do at the guild, so he dropped by briefly and had come down ahead of time.

    『They say having me up there won't change what has to be done, so I thought I'd start the engine.』

    At that moment, the elevator descending from an upper floor made a ding sound, stopping underground.

    The elevator door opened, revealing two young men alighting.

    『Guildmaster.』

    『Hyung!』

    Among them was Hyunwoo, already familiar to everyone.

    Since his appearance had already been hinted, it was not surprising.

    Instead, the chat became abuzz due to the person accompanying Hyunwoo.

    - Crazy, it's Ethan Rambler.

    - Who is that?

    - The Shield of Europe. If Yang Taeho is Korea's top-rank tank, Ethan is for Europe. They're the only two who use Temoria Trait.

    - Tanks are short on Platinum ranks.

    - They grow slow because they get most of the rewards through parties rather than direct hunts.

    - You don't know Ethan? He's head of the Association's Bureau of Investigations.

    - He handles problematic players.

    - Eek!

    - Why's he in Korea? Maybe he came with them from India?

    - No articles about it.

    The curiosity stirred by his unexpected appearance was considerable.

    『Ethan hyung? Wow, it's really been a while!』

    Kim Yul had occasionally joined the Club 249 gatherings.

    Therefore, he was somewhat familiar with Ethan, but hadn't heard he'd be coming to Korea.

    『Hyung, what brings you here?』

    Reflecting the viewers' curiosity, Kim Yul asked why Ethan was in Korea.

    However, no one got to hear the answer related to that.

    『Is this broadcasted live?』

    『Oh? Yeah, it's live right now.』

    『Stop it now, and either restart later or whatever.』

    For some reason, the slightly sharp tone of Hyunwoo's voice was barely finished when the display on the smartphone showed a frozen screen.

    Shortly thereafter, what viewers could see was Hyunwoo standing with his arms crossed, and, above him, a message that the live broadcast had ended.
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    "Why all of a sudden? What's going on?"

    Kim Yul immediately asked after abruptly ending the broadcast.

    He had shut it down without complaints due to the previous incident involving Rice Cake and the fairy, but in this situation with nothing particularly out of the ordinary around, it seemed he was curious about why it was necessary.

    I had no reason not to answer.

    I had intended to explain what had happened to me in the first place.

    However, I didn't want to provide that explanation here.

    "Let's go home first."

    Due to my current state, I felt extremely on edge.

    I wanted to quickly reach a comfortable place and relax.

    "Ah, Yul, can I ask you to handle the administrative process?"

    "Yes, I'll take care of it with the best of my abilities."

    "Then I'll be off first."

    "Yes, guildmaster. Please go ahead."

    After receiving a greeting from a guild employee, I headed straight for the vehicle.

    It was as I naturally opened the driver's side door.

    "You should sit in the back. If something happens, it seems better for me to be holding the wheel."

    Yang Taeho stepped in to block me and nudged me gently on the back.

    Recalling my current state, I complied without a word and moved to the back seat.

    Ethan took the passenger seat, while Kim Yul sat next to me and the vehicle immediately set off.

    As soon as we exited the underground parking lot, paparazzi stationed in front of the guild thrust their cameras at us.

    Passing through the bustling avenue despite it being a weekday night, with the flashlights faintly visible through the heavily tinted windows, it took about twenty minutes to finally arrive home.

    Since Dennis along with the fairies and Rice Cake had events outside, the house was utterly empty.

    Upon entering the house, the first thing I did was add Ethan's name to the list of those allowed by the guard tree.

    He would be coming and going from the house for a while.

    Looking at the list of people allowed within the influence of the guard tree, the tension that had been wound up unknowingly ever since returning to Korea seemed to gradually release at once.

    "Sigh."

    I let out a deep breath mixed with relief and frustration and headed for the sofa.

    As I plopped myself down with a thud and glanced around, I inquired.

    "Didn't you set up cameras in the house today?"

    In response, Kim Yul reacted like a panicked thief.

    "Ah, really! How long are you going to milk that story? You're also to blame for not realizing it, too!"

    "Can't I just ask for confirmation?"

    Kim Yul pouted and took a seat on the floor opposite me.

    Meanwhile, Ethan and Yang Taeho entered.

    While the two settled in their spots, Kim Yul leaned on the knee-high table and spoke.

    "So, why is Ethan here? What about the Bureau of Investigation? Isn't it a busy time with the issues surrounding the deaths of politicians lately?"

    Having curbed his curiosity during the journey here, he started pouring out questions as soon as we settled in.

    I answered Kim Yul's question straightforwardly and truthfully.

    "Ethan is here for my protection."

    "The Bureau of Investigation will be fine. There's more than just a few affiliated players, so my absence won't cause a major issue."

    Ethan added to the explanation.

    However, Kim Yul didn't seem to understand our explanation at all.

    He blinked his eyes and began mumbling to himself all of a sudden.

    "Protection? Pro, tec, tion?"

    It seemed like he was trying hard to understand the situation by wondering if he had misheard or if the word had a different meaning than what he knew.

    He even went as far as cleaning his ears as if doubting what he had just heard.

    For someone with player senses to act like that despite knowing it was impossible, he must have been astounded and surprised.

    "What did I just hear? Who's protecting who?"

    His attempt at confirmation led to another question.

    Leaning against the sofa, I repeated the same words.

    "Ethan is protecting me. Taeho hyung will also be sticking with me for the time being, so keep that in mind."

    "...... Two tanks with authority from Temoria affiliated with the earth attribute, for protection? But why do you need protection in the first place?"

    The answer to that puzzling question was simple.

    "Because I can practically be regarded as a non-player right now."

    "...... Huh?"

    This wasn't some ambiguous expression with a different meaning.

    In the literal sense, it was difficult to see me as a player at the moment.

    「You have succeeded in eliminating the enemy.」

    「You have seized the opponent's status.」

    「The title Nimble Tree evolves into Tree of Divinity.」

    「Starting to reconstruct the character to fit the new status.」

    「During the reconstruction process, player stats are restricted.」

    「Progress 0.01%」

    .......

    All the accumulated stats were now restricted.

    While the evolution of the Nimble Tree into a Tree of Divinity was a remarkable achievement.

    'I didn't expect to suddenly become so feeble.'

    Even now, recalling the moment when that message appeared sent chills down my spine.

    Right after seizing control over a nemesis-rank, my body seemingly grew heavier, dispersing the mana I had been balancing on.

    If it hadn't been for Yun Jihye holding me as I plummeted, I might have ended up as a snack for the Evolved Species.

    'Enduring with the magic stones on hand would have had its limits.'

    I had asked Yun Jihye to retreat from the battlefield.

    She headed towards the gathered fleet of warships.

    - Hey, this bastard feels weird.

    - Excuse me?

    Ethan happened to have momentarily visited the ship Yang Taeho was protecting.

    He was there seeking assistance due to the breach on the other side's defenses.

    Because of this, Ethan witnessed me helplessly being dragged around by Yun Jihye.

    Upon realizing my weakened state, Ethan adamantly insisted that he couldn't let me go like that, and he accompanied us all the way to Korea.

    Claiming that he wanted to repay a past life debt.

    'If he hadn't brought it up first, I would have asked myself.'

    Honestly, I wasn't in a position to refuse his generosity.

    I couldn't hide my condition perfectly forever.

    When someone, who was actively moving around the battlefield, suddenly secludes themselves, rumors are bound to spread.

    Relying on those rumors, people will likely try to test me.

    It would only take a single successful attempt for my life to be in jeopardy.

    Therefore, it seemed wiser to openly secure my safety.

    'I've made plenty of enemies, so I might as well use what I have.'

    Throughout, anyone who appeared to hinder my desired path was either stepped on or removed.

    All those swept aside for my own goals could essentially be considered adversaries.

    In this context, refusing Ethan's help was reckless.

    "So, right now... you're just a civilian? Pretty much like regular people?"

    "Not even 'pretty much'—just a completely ordinary human body."

    With the stats restricted, I realized anew.

    A human body is annoyingly heavy and dull.

    It's vastly different from a player's body, which required forceful relaxation and sensory dulling to navigate daily life.

    Despite sharpening my senses and maintaining alertness, I couldn't feel anything around me.

    I was astonishingly weak.

    In this state, even mustering all my strength wouldn't allow me to dream of battling an Evolved Species.

    'At best, I might get exhausted facing a few trivial monsters.'

    It seemed almost trivial.

    If a monster appeared out of nowhere or if there was an assassination attempt against me or my family, I wouldn't be able to prevent it.

    Remembering this fueled my dread and frustration.

    Yet, to move forward, I had to endure it.

    The situation was unavoidably clear.

    'I must tackle it head on.'

    Thus, I decided to have the two unique Platinum-rank players as constant companions.

    I thought I had provided all the necessary explanation, but it seemed Kim Yul still had questions.

    "But did you really have to bring Ethan here? Couldn't you just quietly wait it out until the progress hits a hundred?"

    It seemed he didn't entirely comprehend my decision.

    The reply I gave him was simple.

    "Since we're openly doing this, it would be good to make the most of it."

    "Hm?"

    Given that rumors would spread and that someone would try to test me...

    "It wouldn't be bad to give a bit of a nudge to heat things up even more."

    I intended to dangle a tempting bait, easing those who might take the bait into taking action.

    * * *

    The day after relaxing back in Korea, I ventured out of the house.

    'The most effective way to spread rumors about my current state is by going out.'

    Today's outing was planned to instill doubt in people.

    'Raise doubt about the anomaly that occurred to me.'

    Another way to say it is to spawn anxiety.

    The goal today was to spread the narrative that something might be happening to me.

    To that end, I secured the most effective partner.

    "K!"

    Walking towards me while jumping excitedly holding Rashar's hand was Berta, a tiger beastfolk.

    The problematic effective partner was indeed highly effective.

    I couldn't handle Berta who was dashing towards me after springing off the ground.

    My body couldn't keep up with Berta's movement.

    It felt like a soccer ball forcefully kicked toward me.

    The moment I instinctively flinched, Berta had already arrived.

    "Oof!"

    The moment of crisis I anticipated came sooner than I expected.

    Unable to withstand Berta's momentum, I ended up rolling backwards.

    A sharp pain struck, making me question whether my ribs were damaged.

    "Hey, aren't there three of you? Couldn't you help catch a kid?"

    As I pointed out the deficiency in security, those who came with me seemed to realize their mistake.

    "Ack! It's such a familiar sight I didn't even consider it!"

    "A-are you alright? We just assumed you'd dodge or take it."

    "Ay, well, it's dangerous now."

    The creeping sense of unease about entrusting my life to these individuals consumed me.

    Whether they knew I was feeling distrust or not, Ethan and Kim Yul stepped up to try and pry Berta off me.

    Unfortunately, Berta wasn't someone who would easily be pried off.

    "Nooo!"

    "Argh!"

    A shriek escaped my lips, borne from pain experienced after a long while.

    The more Berta resisted to stay in contact, the harsher the pain grew.

    "Don't pull, don't pull! Just leave it be!"

    Fearing my skin might tear off, I decided to forgo trying to pull Berta away.

    In a roundabout way, after a while, I managed to stand on my own two feet once again.

    Kim Yul was muttering with a face that was neither completely smiling nor crying.

    "It really doesn't suit you. A fragile version of you..."

    With the way his mouth twitched, one might think he was imagining something unpleasant.

    But with my own mess to deal with, I didn't have the leisure to explore what was going on in Kim Yul's mind.

    'This sucks.'

    Who would have thought he'd be injured from a collision with Berta, not even a monster?

    It was clear from the burning sensation in my abdomen that a bruise was bound to form.

    However, the effect was good, thanks to this.

    The area near Lotte World in Jamsil, set as the meeting location for the weekend morning just before year-end, was buzzing with people.

    Every person present had their phones out, pointing them at us.

    Even if I returned home now, achieving my initial purpose wouldn't be an issue, but...

    "Amusement park! It's an amusement park!"

    Seeing Berta, who had only experienced Lotte World through video media, so thrilled made it difficult to suggest turning back.

    I could vividly imagine being dragged around by Berta in this feeble body and the mess that would ensue.

    'No choice.'

    As I had initially planned all of this, I had to take responsibility.

    Having come this far, I resolved to enjoy the outing to the fullest.
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    It wasn't necessarily because the plan came from my head, but taking Berta to the amusement park was truly a great choice.

    'Berta has exceptional physical abilities.'

    Moreover, the amount of activity she engaged in was more than anyone could handle.

    Being young, she didn't yet know how to perfectly control the influence her strength had when she got emotionally agitated.

    So she didn't even try to get along with frailer human kids.

    Whenever Berta moved, and I staggered beside her, comparisons became inevitable.

    All three players who came with us told me they heard people whispering.

    They wondered why K fell so often and why he was covered in so many scars.

    Looking at the situation alone, my plan was successful.

    To achieve that success, my weakened body had been sacrificed a bit, and consequently, small bruises gradually accumulated on my body.

    'It's fine as long as the result is good.'

    Though these were minor injuries that a potion could heal quickly, I left the wounds untreated.

    I came out here to spread rumors, so treating them for a mere sting seemed silly.

    Of course, I couldn't help but be physically exhausted.

    After all, it had been around three hours since we entered Jamsil World.

    I had nearly thrown my heavy body onto a bench after being dragged around by Berta.

    "Huh? Why? I want to play more, let's go there, over there!"

    Naturally, Berta wasn't about to grant me rest easily.

    However, desperate for a break, I quickly spoke to Berta, who was trying to pull me along again.

    "Let's sit down for a moment and have some ice cream."

    The offer of a tempting treat made Berta's ears perk up, showcasing a candid reaction.

    "Ice cream?"

    "Yeah, you like that, don't you?"

    Berta, who loved sweet snacks like chocolate, couldn't possibly resist this bait.

    "I want to eat! I want to eat! Berta wants to eat!"

    As expected, Berta jumped up and down in enthusiastic agreement.

    Having gained her approval, I considered it half a success.

    I looked over at Kim Yul and silently instructed him to please take the child to get ice cream.

    Kim Yul, who had always wanted to get closer to Berta, wouldn't refuse this chance.

    "Berta, shall we go get some ice cream with me?"

    Kim Yul eagerly took the opportunity, extending his hand to Berta with a forced smile tugging at his lips.

    "Okay!"

    "Chocolate flavor? Vanilla? Strawberry? What do you want?"

    "I want all of them!"

    "Oh, how adorable! Sure, Berta, you can have everything you want! It's on me!"

    Letting go of my hand and grabbing Kim Yul's, Berta energetically walked along.

    I called out to their retreating figures with a groggy voice.

    "And an Americano on the way back."

    "Yep!"

    While Berta satisfied her sweet tooth, I needed to recharge with some caffeine to gather enough energy to move again.

    "Phew."

    Having secured a brief rest, I leaned against the bench and sighed deeply.

    When I looked up, I locked eyes with Rashar, who was staring at me from a short distance away.

    "..."

    After an awkward silence, Rashar was the first to look away.

    "Why don't you sit instead of just standing there?"

    When I casually invited her, Rashar sat next to me without much of a response.

    I glanced at her before turning my attention to the crowd filled with spectators.

    I hadn't given it much thought at first, partly because of Berta's energy from the start.

    But it was odd that Rashar brought Berta out today.

    'Rashar's residence is in the same apartment complex as mine.'

    To come here with Berta, she would have needed to visit the Beastfolk's residence.

    Why go through all that trouble? Would it be overthinking if I thought that it was a pretext to meet me?

    'There really was no reason for her to do that, though...'

    I hadn't particularly avoided crossing paths with Rashar or drawn any lines with her, anyway.

    If she had something to discuss, she could have come to me any time.

    As my mind mulled over these thoughts, I quickly concluded the obvious solution: if I couldn't figure it out, I'd confirm it through the person herself.

    "Are you still angry?"

    When I spoke first, Rashar didn't ignore me.

    "... Do I have the right to be angry?"

    She still seemed a bit miffed.

    "Why speak like that?"

    "I think it's better to say something, rather than follow your habit of saying nothing."

    At least she was acknowledging my words now.

    I figured the situation had relaxed enough for us to converse.

    I responded to Rashar's critique by shrugging my shoulders.

    Was that displeasing to her?

    Narrowing her eyes, Rashar fixed a gaze upon me and asked.

    "Why are you so quiet? Are you admitting it?"

    "What's there to deny? It's the truth."

    As it was, I had no intention of denying Rashar's words.

    What she'd said wasn't wrong, and I was aware my decision wasn't the wisest, either.

    There was a reason I led the Biharin's evacuation while maintaining utmost confidentiality.

    'Owing to the various circumstances concerning the nobles and Order members.'

    But even if given a chance to explain, I would have chosen to remain silent.

    And that silence was more for myself than for Rashar or the Biharin.

    'I knew there was a possibility of failure.'

    Due to painful past experiences, I intensely felt negative emotions from disappointing someone who shared a close social relationship with me.

    So if by chance, and just maybe...

    I chose to keep silent, largely because of such considerations.

    I wasn't confident in watching Rashar fall into despair because of my failure to save the Biharin.

    Thus, the past silence was also for my own welfare.

    Knowing this about myself, I hadn't forced a clarification or an apology when Rashar distanced herself.

    'I could have maybe mended the relationship with some lip service.'

    But I won't apologize now nor in the future regarding this issue.

    Apologizing when I'm not committed to not repeating the same actions would be meaningless.

    If the same situation arose, I would make the same choice.

    Thus, I suppressed the discomfort in my heart and withheld the apology.

    I wondered what Rashar thought, witnessing my unrepentant stance.

    "I came ready to say my piece, but seeing you acknowledge everything, I've lost my drive."

    Rashar continued in a voice noticeably subdued.

    I'd thought she could express her anger if she wanted, yet her reaction was milder than expected.

    I replied lightly, watching Rashar's demeanor.

    "You could have just visited the guild office, why did you come all the way here?"

    "Breche and Horfe both dread taking Berta out, so I was dragged into it. Since I was out, I thought I might as well express what I had been holding in!"

    "Yes, yes, understood."

    The previously tense atmosphere, rife with mutual apprehension, seemed to ease.

    Grateful for the change, my voice involuntarily lightened.

    "So?"

    "What?"

    "Is that all you wanted to say? Why not use this chance to share anything else on your mind?"

    Rashar's lips moved slightly.

    Presented with the opening, she seemed conflicted, unsure of where to begin.

    I waited patiently without further prompting, and eventually, Rashar began articulating her thoughts.

    "You, seriously, are like a one-man show and a tyrant."

    "I'm used to hearing that, so it's nothing new. What else?"

    "You don't consider others' emotions at all! You make decisions selfishly, try to control everything, and handle issues only your way!"

    "Isn't that the same as what you just said?"

    "It's different!"

    "Let's just say it is. By the way, recently, my brother said something similar. Maybe you two should get together and vent about me. Who knows? You might get along surprisingly well."

    "Hah! You're incorrigibly shameless!"

    "What's the point of being defeated and shrinking back after everything's already done?"

    "You are truly an annoying personality!"

    "That's another thing I've heard often. Yet, strangely, everyone who says that still stays by my side. You're no different, right?"

    "Once time passes, it's clear that your decision was the better one."

    "Oh?"

    I didn't expect the conversation to take a turn to praise all of a sudden.

    Turning to Rashar, surprised, her expression remained one of anger.

    "That's why you irritate me even more!"

    "But you're viewing the results I achieved positively, aren't you?"

    "Why don't you focus on my criticism of your methods?"

    "Isn't it better to move forward than to sit and ponder over means and methods?"

    My words pointed out Rashar's circumstances, trapped amidst the corruption and misconduct of Biharin's establishment.

    I even quoted her own words back to her from when she criticized my actions earlier.

    Maybe it left her speechless, seeing her lips tremble in response.

    "That...that...!"

    She eventually let out an exasperated scream, her face flushed red.

    "Acting as though you're superior, it's driving me crazy...!"

    However, she didn't finish saying what she intended.

    Ethan, who had been standing behind me on the bench, moved to cover her mouth with his hand.

    I nodded at Ethan, conveying my thanks and gestured for him to withdraw his hand.

    "No problem."

    Ethan, smiling serenely, withdrew, and I scanned the surroundings while quietly murmuring.

    "I am indeed here as bait, but announcing it so blatantly won't do."

    One cannot let those they're trying to catch get scared and hide away.

    When I signaled to be cautious, Rashar lowered her voice significantly to speak.

    "Don't you feel any guilt for using yourself in a state unfit for combat like this?"

    It seemed she knew not just my condition but the purpose of today's outing.

    She apparently exchanged prior communication with Kim Yul.

    Kim Yul likely wanted me and Rashar to reconcile, meddling accordingly.

    'Such meddling.'

    Perhaps I should be grateful for this opportunity to speak openly?

    Around that time, Kim Yul returned from a distance, grinning from ear to ear while carrying Berta on his shoulders.

    Although Rashar wasn't done yet, she continued.

    "Do you realize what it would mean to your siblings if they knew? How much it would hurt those who cherish you? Why do you never consider those aspects...?"

    "I thought we settled that debate long ago."

    This is not about who is right or wrong.

    It is a matter of choice, and my choice remains unchanged just as it was before.

    "If you're planning to evaluate and challenge my methods, the conversation ends here. I have no intention to apologize or change my ways."

    I don't put my life on the line without any thought.

    Equipped with two platinum rank tanks specializing in defense, I deliberately chose a location with a high population density for exposure.

    'Increased civilian presence makes it riskier for them to act.'

    The ones I intend to lure this time are neither monsters nor players.

    Thus, being shielded by this kind of social cover is far more effective than surrounding myself with player bodyguards.

    I've taken the best precautions I can and am moving to achieve my goals.

    "If you truly had faith in me, you'd be helping me instead of criticizing my actions."

    Just like Yang Taeho and Ethan, who stand behind me.

    They're not remaining still because they aren't worried.

    'They trust my judgment and follow my orders.'

    Conversely, Rashar's actions could imply a lack of trust in my judgment and plans.

    When I pointed this out, Rashar's face instantaneously turned pale.

    She evidently hadn't anticipated my comments.

    Despite my candid words, if she continues to berate or dissuade me out of a sense of concern...

    'Then that's as far as it goes.'

    Admittedly, I hold special feelings for Rashar.

    But I can't abandon my thoughts, plans, and objectives just because she feels uncomfortable.

    "Let me be clear: I will neither regret nor apologize for my past choices, nor will I promise to refrain from similar actions in the future."

    I wish for Rashar to remain as someone special by my side, but if that's impossible, it might be better to sever ties decisively.

    Having issued my final warning, the outcome will soon become apparent.

    Leaving the now rigid Rashar behind, I walked toward where Kim Yul and Berta were.
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    Chapter 32. Trap (9)

    Rumors that I might be in trouble spread quickly, like a ship catching a favorable wind.

    Countless individuals chewed and twisted the rumor to their liking.

    Some denied it could be true, while others gleefully exaggerated my downfall.

    'Thanks to that, I'm now a ticking time bomb in these rumors.'

    Concern turned into anxiety and fear, and doubt transformed into glee over the days.

    Not only Korea, but the entire world was buzzing because of me.

    On a daily basis, posts mentioning me nearly took up 40% of all social media content.

    Of course, regardless of that, I, at the center of this uproar, spent my days in peace.

    "I just don't understand what's so amusing about this...."

    For three days, I did not make any official statements, living in isolation.

    During this time, I watched a comedy program I hadn't seen in years, snacking on chips.

    It wasn't planned, but I had already been rendered powerless.

    In such a situation, fighting or conducting mana training was impossible.

    Hence, I thought it wouldn't be bad to rest and recharge for what's next.

    So, I drew up a little plan for a vacation, only to get sympathetic glances from Kim Yul and Yang Taeho.

    As a result, the old plan that focused on memorizing the new mana array was taken away.

    And I had to accept the new vacation plan they created for me.

    That's why I ended up watching a comedy program that held little interest or amusement for me.

    Luckily or not, it seemed I was the only one not finding any humor from this program.

    "Ha ha ha! Ha ha!"

    "Hee hee hee!"

    "Ha ha ha!"

    Not just Kim Yul and Yang Taeho, but even Ethan, who didn't quite grasp Korean culture, often burst into laughter.

    What on earth is so funny about such an artificial setup?

    I clicked my tongue and finished the few remaining chips before lying back on the sofa, picking up the remote.

    "What the—! Why did you stop?"

    "Ah, was watching it fine!"

    "K?"

    As soon as I changed the channel, objections erupted quickly.

    Yet, I wasn't planning to turn the comedy program back on.

    Initially, I intended to adhere to the party members' sincerity by following the schedule as much as possible.

    But, over the past couple of days including today, I changed my mind.

    Even if it's rest, doing such non-productive things was too harsh for me.

    'Watching the news would be better.'

    After all, isn't the essence the same in watching audiovisual material?

    The news, at least, offered the possibility of acquiring new information, which was more efficient than the unamusing comedy program.

    However, as my hand paused over the remote, what appeared on the TV screen was not news.

    "Huh? Isn't that the Princess?"

    On TV, Isola looked on the verge of tears, her eyes welling up as she was interviewed.

    I squinted to see why she was like that, and Ethan smacked his hand and muttered.

    "Oh, it's that documentary."

    "A documentary?"

    Kim Yul questioned, prompting Ethan's explanation.

    "They proposed the filming to the royal family last month. I heard it's being shown in all the countries with which they've formed an agreement with the association, but I didn't know it was today."

    It sounded like something the association pushed for.

    Recently, crimes against Biharin in Europe had been slightly on the rise.

    Discrimination had been continuously perpetrated as well.

    'It's not much different on other continents.'

    As some countermeasure, this documentary was made.

    I chuckled at how absurdly thorough they could be.

    『There is an issue with discrimination against demi-humans of Biharin descent. Are you aware of it, miss Atar?』

    『Of course, I'm aware.』

    Isola's voice from across the screen trembled wretchedly.

    『I understand there are many overlapping factors for it to be this way. However... sob!』

    Tears streamed down Isola's face as soon as she finished speaking.

    Her almost unreal silver hair and enigmatic indigo eyes lent her a special aura.

    In addition, Isola possessed beauty that could rival that of most celebrities.

    'On top of that, there's the noble pretext of being a royal who abandoned her native country's will for the weaker people.'

    Seeing her sob like that was somewhat pitiful.

    Yet, despite her sorry state, I didn't feel any sympathy.

    "Well, well."

    If anything, I found it laughable. I, more than anyone, knew those tears weren't genuine.

    I had seen that princess willingly abandon her country, her people, and even her close family, including her parents.

    What value could there be in the tears of a person who could sacrifice others for their self-preservation?

    'Still, considering she was brought for a puppet, she is proving quite useful.'

    Isola possessed all the traits perfect for appealing to the visually-sensitive general public.

    The documentary, by its overall content, was decent.

    'It's not beneficial for crimes based on discrimination and hatred to increase.'

    The documentary conveyed the feeling that expressing discrimination and hatred itself was immoral and irrational.

    By focusing on the perspective of the suffering victims, it effectively highlighted the offenders' misdeeds.

    This implied that the number of people resenting the offenders for their misdeeds might increase.

    'It's hard to expect it will immediately reduce crime rates or abolish discrimination...'

    But it should suffice in shaping public opinion.

    'They're doing quite a decent job.'

    I watched the documentary, which vividly covered specific episodes of victimization, until the end.

    Afterward, I spent time cross-referencing articles from British media with articles from Korea.

    I also procured the list of countries where the documentary aired.

    Further, I issued instructions to the guild's PR team to analyze each country's reactions.

    In the midst of this analysis and gathering, my stomach growled, signaling hunger.

    There we were: four men capable of eating two to three times as much as an average adult, gathered to deliberate on what to have for dinner.

    Our contemplation was brief, and our action swift.

    Not long after, delivery food filled the living room.

    Lined up in perfect harmony, we zealously opened the packages and began our meal, only to be interrupted by the lively tune of a news opening.

    『Our first story of the day concerns someone who has garnered more attention than anyone else recently. It's about Kang Hyunwoo, the guildmaster of the Palao Guild, who is making waves globally.』

    "Huh?"

    And just like that, I was suddenly mentioned.

    『There have been numerous reports from women claiming to be sexually assaulted by him.』

    The unexpected report made me blink, a chicken leg still in my mouth, while everyone else reacted first.

    "What?"

    "What the hell?"

    "What are they talking about now?"

    The glum expressions turned on the faces around were quite fierce.

    A normal person might have trembled in fear amidst such an abrasive atmosphere from the players.

    But, of course, that didn't apply to me.

    I silenced my ringing phone and continued munching on the chicken leg.

    As I chewed, I delved into thoughts.

    It was evident that I hadn't done anything like that.

    So it wasn't unreasonable to assume this was an attack on me from outside.

    'The channel...'

    The current ruling party was close to the broadcasting station.

    And within that ruling party were politicians who accused players of being potential criminals rather than saviors of humanity.

    Even the president was a coward terrified once he realized he couldn't control players.

    It was natural that they were among the prey I targeted.

    'It seems they've finally taken the bait...'

    The smile I couldn't find during the comedy program crept upon my lips.

    As I watched the news with a smile, the others watched me cautiously, restraining their words.

    Thanks to their restraint, I continued watching the news undisturbed.

    The video featuring the self-proclaimed victims' baseless accusations was outrageous.

    Their emotional outrage almost made it believable that I had committed such a heinous act.

    When, in reality, I had never even met them.

    Why would civilians team up with politicians to bring me down?

    With such fervor, too?

    'Is it bribery? Brainwashing? What other possibilities?'

    Perhaps they, too, were traitors.

    There's no law that says traitors can't emerge from ordinary civilians, not just political and economic figures.

    'If that were the case...'

    Crack, crack.

    Unintentionally, the sound of me cracking my neck echoed threateningly.

    "Oh, angry now."

    Kim Yul accurately assessed my state and mumbled.

    Indeed, I was gradually feeling my blood pressure rise.

    I certainly thought I had rooted out the traitors thoroughly once.

    But the lingering cancerous elements scattered throughout society genuinely sparked annoyance.

    The remaining ones weren't players, meaning I couldn't personally sweep them away.

    Thus, my rules to protect my family ended up binding my feet instead.

    'But I can't just sit back and let them have their way.'

    How should I counter this?

    Through whom can I drag in the most targets?

    Where should I start to be most effective?

    While I wrestled with various thoughts, the video continued playing.

    And the echoes of their outlandish claims had already begun.

    The viewer boards had crashed from the influx of comments, causing the site to go down, marking the first step.

    Noticing my cautious scrutiny, Kim Yul kept me updated on the online reactions.

    Thinking it necessary to know, I briefly listened to Kim Yul's report.

    "Hmm...?"

    On-screen, an attorney discussing the supposed incidents appeared.

    He was the attorney handling the lawsuits for the alleged victims.

    『This constitutes extremely malicious crimes leveraging social privilege consciousness.』

    He focused on the term 'privilege', which the Korean public dislikes.

    Korean citizens always expressed outrage when the privileged or upper class received military exemptions or reductions in sentencing.

    It was unacceptable to see those who already had so much receive benefits even in laws that should treat everyone equally.

    That attorney aimed to paint me as one of those privileged.

    'It seems they're trying to corner me with public opinion.'

    Of course, I wasn't intrigued by his actions because I found them commendable.

    My gaze was fixed on the bracelet on the attorney's wrist on screen.

    While passionately briefing about the case, he moved his arms several times.

    As a result, the cuffs of his shirt frequently shifted.

    It was enough for me to catch a glimpse of the sparkling bracelet underneath.

    Unbeknownst to me, a sly grin had spread across my lips.

    "What on earth is he thinking for him to smile like that...?"

    "This sends shivers down my spine..."

    "I'm getting goosebumps, too."

    The reactions of those present didn't matter much.

    After running several scenarios in my mind, I called Squad Leader Yang Jochul.

    The call connected after only a few rings.

    『Mr. Hyunwoo, did you see the news? We'll initiate a response on our end right away...』

    "No, leave it be."

    『Excuse me?』

    "And for this case to go to trial... If we actually reach indictment, it'll be tiresome. Perhaps a hearing would be better..."

    『... What are you saying?』

    I calmly conveyed my thoughts to a clearly puzzled Squad Leader Yang.

    "Please arrange a formal occasion, where public attention is focused, and many witnesses can be created. A hearing seems appropriate."

    『A hearing... Are you serious about this?』

    "Have I ever spoken in jest? We could frame it as discussing how to penalize player-inflicted civilian damages. Does that sound feasible?"

    A soft sigh was faintly audible through the phone.

    『I have no idea what you're plotting... I can't even begin to fathom.』

    Yet, I harbored no apprehensions.

    『I'll do my best to expedite arrangements.』

    This partner, with whom I had worked sync with for quite a while, had never disappointed me.

    "Thank you."

    I ended the call with Squad Leader Yang Jochul, my smile broadening.

    Perhaps, from this incident, I could procure quite a delightful gift.
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    Chapter 333. Trap (10)

    I dared to claim boldly that no scandal to date could surpass the magnitude of the current incident.

    A figure who garnered worldwide attention beyond the borders of a single nation,

    Kang Hyunwoo, hailed as humanity's savior, hope, and Hero, became embroiled in a sexual assault scandal that had unimaginable repercussions.

    - Are you kidding me? There's no way K would do that.

    - Where's the falsehood coming from?

    - We should investigate those women too.

    - Perjury is a serious crime; put all those liars behind bars!

    - Look at those mindless people instantly buying into it.

    - How can you tell if it's false without the investigation results?

    - It's because of people like this that the rule of law crumbles.

    - Rule of law? Haha, interesting you pretend to know so much, you who only frequent online communities.

    - Forget it, haha, those losers will always hate on K.

    The conflict between the faction supporting K and those wishing for his downfall intensified vastly.

    While the investigation into the incident was still in progress, another issue arose.

    People emerged claiming they had been assaulted by players and threatened into silence.

    The fundamental power imbalance between players and civilians came under renewed scrutiny.

    Simultaneously, the recent series of deaths of the world's politicians came back to light.

    In this rapidly changing situation, many feared they could be attacked by players.

    Amidst growing anxiety, the public's response was simple.

    "The Association must hunt down the culprit!"

    "Ensure the safety of non-players!"

    "Deliver justice to players attacking civilians!"

    Protests were initiated.

    Demanding resolution of their discomfort and unease immediately.

    To ensure their safety.

    Their demands were justified.

    The nation exists for its people.

    It should guarantee the safety and peace of its citizens, who cannot possibly contend with colossal organizations alone.

    'By law, yes, by law.'

    However, from a step back, it seemed like the cries of those deprived of power.

    The man fingering the attorney badge pinned to his chest smirked and mumbled.

    "Indeed, handling empty-headed ones is easy."

    Jung Jiyun, who designed both the broad and intricate details of this incident, said.

    "Well, thanks to it, things got a bit easier."

    He exhaled a satisfied breath while gazing at the crowd outside the window.

    'This should suffice.'

    Only briefly savoring his accomplishment and pondering the reward ahead, Jung Jiyun turned his attention from the protestors to the opposite direction.

    He spotted several vehicles approaching the building he was in.

    The journalists and crew filming around the protest got busy.

    "They're coming!"

    "It's K's personal vehicle!"

    "Get the shots, hurry!"

    The vehicles pushed through the crowd at a slow speed and soon came to a stop.

    While the police were preventing the protestors from clashing with the vehicle, its door opened.

    And out stepped a striking youth, now known worldwide.

    "Mr. K! Look this way just once, please!"

    "Mr. Kang Hyunwoo! What's your stance on the current incident?"

    "Do you admit to the charges?"

    "Just say one word!"

    Kang Hyunwoo, Jung Jiyun's target and the protagonist of the day.

    'Finally seeing him in person.'

    The only thought that popped into Jung Jiyun's mind the moment he laid eyes on Hyunwoo was, imposing.

    It was truly an odd occurrence. Objectively, people standing next to him were larger in physique and stature.

    At the moment, the two players standing beside Hyunwoo were the giants of the tank class representing the earth attribute.

    Yang Taeho and Ethan were both 1.2 to 1.4 times larger in physique than Hyunwoo.

    Yet, why did Kang Hyunwoo seem to fill up the surroundings completely?

    While Jung Jiyun squinted and examined Hyunwoo from afar,

    Hyunwoo, encircled by reporters, suddenly looked up.

    "Oops."

    He hurriedly pressed himself against a wall with no windows, just as his eyes met Hyunwoo's.

    'How...'

    In essence, it was impossible for an ordinary human to discern the direction of another's gaze from several hundred meters away.

    Yet, what he felt moments before was no illusion.

    Hyunwoo accurately found and locked his gaze in Jung Jiyun's direction.

    Even while his rigid body was startled by the sudden incident, the noise from outside persisted.

    Thanks to this, Jung Jiyun quickly regained his senses.

    Immediately afterwards, he clenched his teeth. Feeling embarrassed by the fact that a mere gaze made him tense.

    The shame was enough to rekindle the inferiority complex he'd once buried.

    Beyond human limitations with a superb physique and the ability to wield mana, the source of life and the essence of nature.

    The emergence of players signified the birth of a new ruling class.

    Upon learning about the players' existence, Jung Jiyun firmly believed he would be chosen soon.

    Opportunities abounded.

    From Beta selection to the first through sixth rounds.

    Opportunities to become a player, the new human race, existed no less than seven times.

    Yet, despite so many opportunities, Jung Jiyun was never chosen.

    Someone who was always exceptional and excelled in everything was excluded.

    'Something must be wrong.'

    Otherwise, it made no sense that a superior individual like himself didn't belong to the new human race.

    That they failed to recognize his worth suggested that players may not be all that impressive a race.

    In that case, he'd just evolve into another new human race.

    The temptation offered by traitors who suddenly appeared one day was enough to seduce Jung Jiyun, consumed by inferiority.

    'Just watch and see.'

    He intended to become a being superior to players.

    Jung Jiyun calmed his breath and turned to look out the window again.

    Then he saw Hyunwoo, Yang Taeho, and Ethan entering the building, surrounded by several people.

    'He brought tankers even to an official occasion...'

    Watching the three of them, his lips curled into a smile.

    'It might be true.'

    If the rumor that Hyunwoo might have lost his player's abilities was indeed true...

    'It doesn't matter if it's a hearing instead of a trial.'

    His purpose was merely to lure Hyunwoo, who had been in seclusion, into the open.

    Though knowing that Hyunwoo coming out externally despite losing his ability was a bait...

    That didn't concern him either.

    No matter the trap set by the opposing party, he held an ace up his sleeve.

    'They will regret it soon enough.'

    The globally renowned name, K, would soon be dragged through the mud.

    "Heh."

    Jung Jiyun chuckled silently, turning away.

    His inflated ego and firm conviction only wavered at the outset of the hearing.

    "This will make my charges cleared, and fortunately, it brings about a new issue."

    When Hyunwoo, sitting with his legs crossed, spoke with an amused smile on his face.

    "It seems like it's time to prepare measures against civilians falsely accusing innocent players; what do you all think?"

    Those brown, disdainful eyes full of contempt and disgust locked fully onto Jung Jiyun.

    ***

    "Simply limiting the use of special abilities by players is not enough!"

    Name: Jung Jiyun.

    "As you can see, Mr. Kang Hyunwoo used his social influence and particular status as the head of a massive power group to threaten several women!"

    Age: 37.

    "Even without using direct force or special player-exclusive abilities, just his societal position and authority were already threatening enough!"

    Currently, he was active as a partner attorney at a major law firm.

    "It is very clear that they need social shackles!"

    He was also the one who made this ridiculous hearing happen.

    "Personally, I'm ashamed that we ever called such a person a Hero."

    I couldn't help but laugh as I watched Jung Jiyun's antics.

    'They're doing everything, aren't they.'

    This is not a trial but a hearing.

    It's a session held before making legislative or administrative policies to understand the perspectives and interests of various stakeholders.

    Jung Jiyun and I was both attending as relevant parties.

    Yet, by his actions, you'd think he was giving a significant defense.

    Perhaps he mistook this as a stage for himself.

    'Well, given that he planned this, it's not entirely inaccurate.'

    I observed Jung Jiyun's nonsense without much agitation.

    He could no longer reverse the situation because the board had already tipped.

    Naturally, just because I remained silent didn't mean Jung Jiyun ignored me.

    "If you have a mouth, why don't you refute it?"

    He pointed directly at me, glaring.

    'Wow.'

    At that moment, I could have believed he was an actor in a play.

    While I clucked my tongue inwardly, a man approached me.

    He even handed me a microphone.

    'Is this a scripted drama?'

    It seemed he had scripted his lines and hired supporting actors to assist with the rest.

    A slight chuckle escaped me.

    Unable to suppress it, I let it out, which incited a harsher glare from Jung Jiyun.

    But having danced among nemesis-rank adversaries only days ago, I wouldn't shrink under a civilian's gaze.

    I brought the microphone to my lips and said casually.

    "Don't call yourself a lawyer anywhere. Lawyers nationwide will weep in shame."

    As someone who once aspired to the legal profession, I found his foolish conduct absolutely laughable.

    "Since you asked if I had anything to say, I should also officially state my position."

    Before Jung Jiyun could counter, I took the tablet PC I had entrusted to Ethan.

    After a few taps, the tablet PC powered up.

    I gestured toward the cameras set up for live broadcasting of the hearing.

    The camera operator, startled, glanced around.

    But soon, casting aside hesitation, the operator rushed forward with the camera.

    Thanks to this, the video on the tablet PC was broadcasted live nationwide.

    "Never experienced the battlefield firsthand nor been a player, so magic feels like a distant land story?"

    Before the hearing, the video that Kim Yul had taken while lurking in Jung Jiyun's shadow was now revealed to the world.

    『If it were easy to prove innocence for crimes that don't exist, would I be doing this?』

    『Kang Hyunwoo will hardly shake off these charges.』

    『So, all you need to do is pretend to be victims, dwell in gloom, and receive the money.』

    The same footage appeared on the real-time monitor in the hearing hall.

    "You'd find it troublesome to think that I'd only use civilian methods because I'm a civilian too, right?"

    Thanks to the microphone offered to him, Jung Jiyun's voice resonated well throughout the hall.

    "The relevant video should now be uploaded on guild channels, so those curious about the originals can check separately. Let's talk about the petty breaches like eavesdropping and stalking later."

    And within those intervals, my voice asserted a distinct presence.

    "This should clear my charges, and fortunately, it brings about a new issue."

    Sitting with legs crossed, I continued speaking to Jung Jiyun without bothering to hide my deep sneer.

    "It seems like it's time to prepare measures against civilians falsely accusing innocent players; what do you all think?"
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    Chapter 334. Trap (11)

    "This, so, that's what the background is..."

    "Manipulation, no, slander... Witness! Th-this is not a courtroom! Do not seek personal gain here at the hearing!"

    "How did you obtain that video anyway? If it was acquired illegally, it won't be valid as evidence."

    Some insisted that since this was not a courtroom, I should prove my innocence elsewhere.

    Others spoke as if this was indeed a courtroom, questioning the validity of the video evidence.

    It seemed that all of them were aligned with the ruling party.

    'What on earth do they expect to achieve if they're not even synchronized among themselves?'

    I had no clue which side I should be aligning with.

    It was Jung Jiyun who stirred the pot first.

    All I did was respond to his attack when he started hurling accusations.

    How on earth does my defending myself turn into abusing the hearing for personal gain?

    The absurdity of it all made me chuckle involuntarily.

    Of course, unlike me, who had no intention of suppressing my laughter, there were some who tried to restrain their amusement.

    "Ahem, ahem!"

    "Khuk, hup, khem!"

    These were the people who spearheaded this hearing, thanks to their connection with Squad Leader Yang Jochul.

    I turned my gaze away from the uncoordinated ruling party figures and said,

    "As you mentioned, this isn't a courtroom. The charges that Attorney Jung Jiyun has pinned on me and the illegal actions I've taken to clear my name will be judged separately in court."

    But separately from that, shouldn't this hearing serve its purpose as well?

    "I also fully agree that players should be punished if they cause harm to civilians."

    I've always believed in that norm.

    "But that doesn't mean civilians can slander and threaten players at will."

    I returned the tablet PC to Ethan and calmly continued.

    "I didn't run around seeking rewards, but it's undeniable that, thanks to the efforts and sacrifices of players like myself, many, including Attorney Jung Jiyun, are alive and breathing."

    My voice, a notch lower than usual, filled the room.

    "Despite this, attorney Jung Jiyun slandered me for his personal gain."

    "It's not slander! How do you prove that the video you brought wasn't manipulated...?"

    Leaping to rebut his point, Jung Jiyun froze when he met my menacing gaze directly.

    "That will be settled in court, along with you. The matter at hand here is different. I believe that when civilians slander players and it is revealed, there should be just punishment."

    Just because someone holds more power does not mean they should bear false charges.

    Maintaining a cold gaze on Jung Jiyun, I continued speaking.

    "Assemblyman Lee Sechan, is there anything incorrect about my statement?"

    Properly addressed by name, assemblyman Lee Sechan, who had been suppressing a grin, shook his head.

    "No, there isn't. You're right."

    "Indeed, you are. If this kind of reverse discrimination leads to players wrongfully accused of crimes never committed, it isn't fair..."

    "Goodness, Kang Hyunwoo, your grievances must be numerous."

    The conference was to proceed in the direction I desired.

    After all, the entire conspiracy had been recorded and broadcast without any filters.

    The immediate validation of the video's authenticity was impossible, so why would anyone presume Jung Jiyun's innocence?

    Although the evidence was collected through questionable means.

    The whole nation had witnessed Jung Jiyun's schemes.

    His attempts to manipulate public opinion were already exposed.

    At this point, the video's lack of legal proof was trivial.

    With the situation publicly disclosed, the unity of those providing false testimony would crumble.

    If even one among them succumbed to the temptation of reduced punishment, a witness would emerge.

    In a legal battle, I would win.

    'Any issues from video-recording can be addressed separately.'

    Even if things went south and Kim Yul faced criminal charges, I had enough influence to shield against legal judgments.

    Since it was my directive, it was only right to protect him.

    By then, Jung Jiyun's matter was in the past for me.

    I was too occupied planning for future affairs.

    However, for Jung Jiyun, it remained a current ordeal.

    "Walking tall just from earning a name among players..."

    Hence, he dared to mutter such words aloud.

    Seeing how he spoke so openly during a live broadcast, he really aimed to push things to the end.

    Upon fixing my gaze on him again, his expression morphed in several intervals.

    Finally, it settled into an expression that suggested he had made a significant decision.

    "Let's see how long you can keep that smug face."

    Leaving behind menacing words, Jung Jiyun brought his hand to his left wrist.

    And snap.

    He pressed a jewel embedded in the bracelet he wore, shattering it.

    "You must never have imagined such a world exists! Your fame ends here!"

    He then raised his arms wide and shouted in a solemn tone.

    But unfortunately for Jung Jiyun, what he anticipated did not transpire.

    "......"

    "......"

    Everyone in the hall stared at Jung Jiyun with blank expressions.

    How long did the oppressive silence last, where even people's breaths were audible?

    Even Jung Jiyun, who had been looking at me with an arrogant smirk, now darted his eyes nervously.

    "... What are you doing now, attorney Jung Jiyun?"

    After a moment, assemblyman Lee Sechan voicing a comment ended the somewhat humiliating silence.

    I let out a deep sigh, watching Jung Jiyun's pathetic display.

    'Even in a profession like his, there's bound to be idiots.'

    Shaking my head in disbelief, I adjusted my cuff to reveal my wrist.

    I deliberately stroked my chin, making the bracelet on my wrist glint in the light.

    An object identical to the one now deceased Fabian once had.

    The reason why what once adorned Jung Jiyun's wrist was now on mine was simple.

    'I had switched it this morning.'

    I had the dwarves craft an identical-looking bracelet.

    And then, Kim Yul had swapped it discreetly.

    If merely filming videos was the goal, there would have been no need to send Kim Yul.

    How did he not anticipate the safety of his bracelet when I had surely observed him using player abilities?

    He should have factored in the possibility of it being swapped.

    "You despicable bastard!"

    What was evident to me was not to Jung Jiyun.

    Thus, upon realizing he was already in a game he had lost, he reacted violently.

    However, he couldn't reach me.

    Yang Taeho and Ethan physically blocked his path, and soon the security personnel for the hearing entered as well.

    Jung Jiyun, unable to grasp the situation, was restrained and taken away, shouting wildly the whole time.

    'Far slower-witted than I'd thought.'

    It was unexpected, but not incomprehensible.

    Many fit this type I've encountered.

    Some people who are fixated on social success to an extent beyond their limits get caught up in a reward mentality occasionally.

    They feel entitled to proper treatment from society and others for their hard-earned success.

    Sometimes, they even delude themselves with an absurd notion that everything exists to serve and satisfy their desires.

    'He seems to be exactly that type.'

    The very thought of summoning Karklein amidst such a large civilian audience already proved he was not in his right mind.

    I had no doubt summoning Karklein had subjected him to far greater pressure and intimidation than any player had felt.

    Yet he called for Karklein anyways, showing he hadn't considered the safety of those present.

    Jung Jiyun should be grateful he was not a player.

    'He owes his life to that fact.'

    I stared intently at the back of Jung Jiyun's retreating head.

    'Addressing any further matters might be difficult for now.'

    If I ever heard that fool had become a player, though, I would not hesitate to pick up a spear and pursue him.

    Everything following proceeded smoothly.

    The hearing concluded successfully, gathering much-needed information and cases.

    All those who conspired with Jung Jiyun, those who knew yet were complicit, faced investigations from the prosecution.

    Ample circumstantial evidence pointed to many of them as likely civilian traitors, thus riling up public sentiment once more.

    Awareness and condemnation of traitors intensified visibly.

    Our greatest gain was securing a means to summon Karklines in the future.

    Some legalities remained, but the results were nothing short of excellent.

    Thus, I could return home with an immensely relieved heart.

    But my relief did not last long before it crumbled.

    「Progress Rate 99.99%」

    No matter how much time passed, the progress rate refused to budge.

    * * *

    "... How many days has it been now?"

    "Ten days, going on eleven."

    I heard Kim Yul and Yang Taeho's conversation through the door.

    But instead of venturing outside, I sat on the bed, staring gravely ahead.

    To be precise, I was fixated on the numbers displayed on the bottom right of my view.

    The character recreation progress had reached 99.99% three days after the hearing concluded.

    Yet it remained unchanged even today, ten days later.

    Because of this, my mood was in the pits.

    'The gap is becoming too long.'

    I had never expected such an extended period of powerlessness.

    Judging by the speed the numbers climbed, I figured a week at most—but I had clearly miscalculated.

    The progress refused to inch forward, and not even the Damned System answered when summoned.

    "Hyung surely saw the news, right?"

    "He must've."

    As if matters couldn't worsen, unfortunate news began emerging from places around the world the day before yesterday.

    「(Breaking News) 87 capitals worldwide experience simultaneous Hole explosions!」

    「(Exclusive) Enemies invade once again—Arise, players!」

    「(Must Read) 'For humanity's victory...' Essential safety guidelines.」

    「Precautions for using evacuation facilities?」

    The enemy had launched another invasion attempt.

    Their largest scale yet.

    The attacks spanned 87 cities, each a highly populous capital from nations across the globe.

    While players residing in these cities promptly launched counterattacks...

    The unfolding battles shifted in favor of the enemy.

    What emerged from the newly opened Holes was no ordinary monster but black tree roots.

    'While there's no report of communication being possible, they must not be full-fledged creatures.'

    But it was certain that these mysterious entities were enemy constructs.

    I'd encountered creatures that stubbornly regenerated even after burning, cutting, or tearing them apart.

    The first legion commander I ever defeated.

    'That creature, as well as these black roots, surely stem from the Ventri species.'

    The issue remains that each time the Ventri's roots or vines are burned, cut, or torn apart, earth's casualties mount.

    「(Breaking News) Mysterious trees emerging from new Holes—the root cause of plague？」

    The black plants functioned like kerak masses only general-rank monsters had been able to wield.
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    'I was not prepared enough to properly respond to the pathogen.'

    The purification level of the new alphas from the sixth selection was not very high.

    Thus, the existing alphas, including myself, were the only means of overcoming this crisis.

    'And I'm excluded among them.'

    It meant that only three people in the entire world could currently purify.

    'Just three people worldwide.'

    To make matters worse, even when potions were distributed to civilians, they had a negligible effect on suppressing the infection.

    As a result, in just two days since the new offensive began, the global population dwindled by four hundred million.

    The importance of purification was naturally emphasized.

    The number of times my absence was mentioned became more frequent than ever.

    But there was nothing I could do.

    'Damn it.'

    I gritted my teeth and continued staring at the progress that remained stubbornly at the same number.

    What on earth did I need to do to make that number reach 100?

    Was it really something I could do?

    Was it perhaps just another delay, like in the place of trials?

    If so, how much longer would I need to wait?

    Anxiety felt like it was tightening around my neck.

    * * *

    "Hello, subscribers!"

    A man warmly greeted the camera.

    His job was a creator, producing various content and uploading it to video platforms.

    Every time these uploaded videos were played, they generated revenue from the accompanying ads.

    In other words, the most crucial element in this industry was view count.

    The public tended to watch more videos that dealt with stimulating, rare, and extreme content.

    This was why creators went to great lengths to engage in various bizarre antics to meet the audience's needs.

    The reason the man was broadcasting live alone today was rooted in the same cause.

    'I can't expand my channel any further with the existing concept.'

    In other words, he had sensed it was time to take risks to generate more revenue.

    He had already highlighted restricted access areas in the title to attract attention.

    - Crazy bastard

    - Because of people like him, players suffer.

    - Did he really enter a restricted area?

    - Verification, please

    The chat was filled with curses and criticism.

    But the man was certain.

    'This will be a big hit.'

    As proof, the number of live viewers was rapidly increasing.

    Compared to previous broadcasts, he could confidently assert it was nearly ten times higher.

    So, what did it matter how much criticism he received?

    "Today, I am coming to you with content on the test flight of my new drone!"

    The man maintained a smiling face while showing the camera the drone.

    "And the test flight location is..."

    As he subtly turned the camera angle, a deserted street came into view.

    "It's a restricted military operation area. If they catch me, I'll be chased away, so please keep it secret."

    Given he was already live broadcasting, it seemed a futile request.

    - Okay, okay. We'll keep it between us

    - Show us the inside quickly

    - The black root? Tree? Show us that too

    - Let's keep it a secret among ourselves, okay?

    - If anyone tells on us, they're a traitor

    The number of viewers responding to the concept was substantial.

    - But how did you get in?

    - I heard security became very strict since the law was enacted.

    - There were rumors about limiting civilian information.

    The man, while preparing the drone for flight, responded nonchalantly with a smiling face.

    "I know someone who works in the association's corpse retrieval unit."

    Even though he considered quitting due to the tough and dirty nature of the work.

    "I asked him to lend me an access pass for a day since he was quitting anyway. What could possibly happen? He gets fired... Well, I'm okay with that, and he gets rental money... This is mutual assistance."

    The viewers expressed both frustration and criticism towards the illegal trade and unauthorized entry he talked about as if it were a bragging point.

    But even more people filled the chat with laughter and encouragement.

    Fueled by their encouragement, the man began to operate the drone.

    'If I fly it too high, I'll get detected quickly, right?'

    Having come all this way, he couldn't be expelled immediately, right?

    Since the broadcast was on, someone would indeed have reported it, and before long, association personnel would arrive.

    The goal was to film the interior as much as possible without being detected.

    The man kept the drone at low altitude and sent it deep into the restricted area.

    "Oh, wait, let me switch the video."

    Shortly, the video being streamed live changed.

    A small window showed the man's face, while the drone's video took up the majority of the screen.

    At first, only empty roads and buildings were visible.

    Players' appearances were barely noticeable.

    However, as they delved deeper, changes appeared.

    "Oh, there, there it is!"

    Slinking around, a black vine-like structure was seen wriggling beyond the building.

    As he hurriedly maneuvered the drone around the building.

    "Oh."

    - Yikes

    - Oh my goodness

    - My eyes!

    - Ugh

    - Disgusting...

    - Going to vomit and come back

    Everyone who saw the same scene expressed revulsion.

    "Wow... Ugh... This thing..."

    The man felt the same.

    Having just passed one building, the scenery beyond was completely different.

    Buildings, avenues, streetlamps, utility poles, abandoned vehicles and bicycles, and even corpses not yet disposed of—they were all covered by black vine-like things.

    The problem was the appearance of those vines.

    Upon the thick stems that were as big as a person's torso, something prominent throbbed like veins, thump, thump, thumping.

    Indeed, there had been news articles about the onset of a global invasion by plant-type monsters.

    But the actual appearance of the creatures resembled not tree-like plants but wriggling worms.

    "Oh, it's more disgusting than expected."

    The man looked as though he might vomit at any moment.

    Yet despite his state, he painstakingly maneuvered the drone closer to the creature.

    The number of live viewers surged exponentially since broadcasting the onsite scene.

    'As expected, the more they curse, the more they want to watch.'

    Gambling to enter a restricted area paid off.

    With this level of issue, his stagnant channel could significantly expand in scale.

    Thinking of the potential increased revenue made his lips curve into a smile.

    For the sake of the benefits he would gain in the future, what he was doing now did not seem that risky.

    The man guessed that even if a problem arose, he would not face major punishment.

    'I didn't penetrate deeply, nor did I interfere with players' battles, right?'

    The restriction on civilian access near the Hole was initially to prevent players from being injured or killed while rescuing people.

    So, as long as that didn't happen, he'd likely receive a mere warning at most.

    Other creators also lived by taking risks and challenges like this.

    So, there was no reason he couldn't do the same.

    As the creator, who arbitrarily reinterpreted the laws made by parliament through his own perspective, was busily controlling the drone, suddenly—

    Whisk!

    Something swiftly reached out and grabbed hold of the man's ankle as he was crouching.

    "Ahhh!"

    Captured and dragged across the ground, the man's plight was vividly captured by the camera.

    - What is it, what the hell!

    - What's happening?

    - The drone is down!

    - That's an expensive one... What a pity

    - What's happening now?

    While the chat was bustling with renewed updates, the man rolled over to face the sky.

    Only then could he see what had grasped his ankle and was dragging him.

    It was the very black vine he'd seen in the drone footage earlier.

    The thickness was at most similar to a person's forearm, wasn't it?

    It wasn't that threatening compared to how it appeared on camera.

    However, in a state of sudden surprise and attack, the man had no composure left to objectively assess these facts.

    "Ahhh! Ahhh!"

    So startled, he couldn't even plead for his life, merely emitting screams.

    For someone who never learned or experienced how to survive in life-threatening situations, this was a natural reaction.

    Perhaps the noisy prey was displeasing?

    The black vine made a significant move.

    Still holding the man's ankle, it lifted him high then threw him down hard.

    Thunk!

    As soon as his back hit the concrete floor, he couldn't breathe.

    The man convulsed and stiffened, unable to expel the cough trapped in his chest.

    His brain and body could not comprehend the intense pain for the first time.

    The black vine's movements visibly calmed.

    It seemed appeased by the now quiet prey.

    But that didn't mean the black vine let the man go completely.

    Slithering, it climbed onto the man's body.

    And it forced its way into the man's widely open mouth as he gasped for air.

    The man, unable to even scream, jerked violently as if he were a fish caught out of water.

    Witnessing all of it via the broadcast, viewers unleashed their shocked reactions in the chat.

    After a while, the vine that had entered the man's mouth retracted back out.

    Then it slithered away along the building's wall, as if satisfied with its work.

    Momentarily viewing the silent scene beyond the screen, someone commented.

    - Did he die...?

    - Shouldn't we report this?

    - Isn't it reported yet?

    - With so many people watching, surely someone did.

    - Serves him right

    - Why enter a restricted area?

    - I've reported it...

    - Kamikaze squad

    - People like him are better off dead. They contribute nothing useful to the world.

    - Just because he did something wrong, doesn't justify your attacks on him. That's just your level.

    - Those who attack blindly and those pretending to preach, they're all the same deranged people.

    While people were talking over each other and saying their piece:

    The man attacked by the black vine staggered as he got to his feet.

    - Oh, oh, oh! He's rising!

    - Hahaha, is he really getting up?

    - He got alive lol

    - Rise, Black Dragon!

    It was clearly a case of a person being revived from near death.

    However, it wasn't an event that happened to those watching beyond the camera.

    It was merely an event unfolding on the other side of the screen.

    Thus, people were watching and chattering, looking at the man whose entire body was sprouting ugly black welts.

    - Damn, isn't he infected?

    - Yep, according to the association's announcement, infection causes blisters like that.

    - Is it airborne? Should I wear a mask?

    - Nope, it has to be direct contact. Not airborne.

    - But isn't the mortality rate super high for civilians who get infected?

    - It's almost 99 percent.

    - Hahaha, serves him right. He went to Die willingly, he should just Die there.

    But even that didn't last long.

    Someone descended from the sky and stomped on the camera firmly.

    Crunch.

    The broken camera could transmit no further information.

    But that fact no longer mattered to the man.

    "Please, save, save me..."

    Barely coherent words, a terribly shaking voice, and a pitifully trembling hand.

    The man pleaded earnestly, reaching out to the one who suddenly appeared and had smashed the camera.

    Begging for his life, desperately asking to be saved.

    Though sympathy might arise seeing such a pitiful sight, the player who had come on alert due to the screams showed no change in expression.

    If one were to express his emotional state, it wouldn't be sympathy—it would be puzzlement.
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    "Me? You?"

    The person, presumably a player, tilted their head in confusion, pointing at themselves as if they couldn't believe what they were hearing.

    Then, they laughed incredulously, as if they'd heard something ridiculous.

    "Have I gone crazy?"

    To save a civilian infected, they needed to take a High-Rank potion once every minute until an Alpha arrived.

    Currently, in Korea, the absence of someone who could carry out purification like an Alpha was a serious issue.

    To hold out until an Alpha visited from another country, it would require mana to the tune of hundreds of thousands.

    The player had no intention of sacrificing that much mana to save a man.

    'Unless I take him to the association's shelter...'

    There, with the common supplies available, it might be possible to sustain him.

    But to be honest, it was not something the person felt inclined to do.

    The more resources spent on him, the fewer potions available for treating the injuries of other players.

    'Just leave him.'

    Considering the setup of the equipment, he seemed like a broadcaster who had willingly come crawling here.

    'If he were someone capable of common sense, he wouldn't have come crawling in here.'

    Thus, it didn't seem worth the cost to save him.

    Furthermore, the camera hadn't captured the person's image.

    Even if that guy died, it wouldn't be the person's fault.

    Having decided easily, the player spoke plainly to the man.

    "When I joined the guild, during the welcome ceremony, our guildmaster said something really remarkable."

    For a moment, it seemed as though the emblem of Palao on the player's armor glowed with a flicker of light.

    The player continued, gently tracing the emblem with a finger.

    "With freedom comes responsibility, he said."

    So, if someone makes decisions based on their free will, they must take responsibility for their actions as well.

    - But.

    On the contrary, if all judgments and decisions were left to him and they simply followed.

    - All responsibility would be mine, he said.

    He warned not to use half-baked ideas to blunder about and just follow him.

    - He promised that if people trusted and followed him, he would ensure victory in this war.

    Recalling Hyunwoo's rather thrilling speech, the player turned around and added.

    "You too must bear the responsibility for your precious freedom."

    The man likely learned that lesson the hard way, through his demise.

    * * *

    It had been five days since the new offensive had begun.

    My thoughts inclined more towards the notion that merely waiting for character transformation wouldn't solve anything.

    'I must take some action; I can't delay any longer.'

    Thus, I set out to find a way.

    I decided to seek advice from those who might know about this issue.

    The first targets were Gretman and Gilenios.

    Those who possessed their own authority through their status.

    I held hope that they might know what was needed to complete my status.

    However, the outcome was not entirely satisfactory.

    『Well... I didn't intensely study theology, so I don't know the specifics. What I know is something like the truth I naturally realized as I acquired my status.』

    Gilenios's voice came through the smartphone.

    『And, our status wasn't complete to begin with. It was bestowed upon us when we were chosen as apostles. Think of it as traces left from contact with a being far greater, if you will.』

    Regarding Gretman, due to his long time living as an apostle, he would have accumulated a personal status over time.

    『Though if you're weighing it, it's not much. Status doesn't accumulate easily after all. Both he and I received indirectly about 80 to 90 percent from divine beings.』

    The emergence of personal authority from such an incomplete status was indeed unusual.

    'I suppose it was possible because their individuality, ideology, or convictions were incredibly distinct.'

    This was merely conjecture, but it seemed plausible.

    From what I knew, the two apostles who possessed authority were both quite eccentric, far from ordinary.

    On the other hand, ordinary apostles like Rashar, whom I could understand and grasp, did not manifest such an authority.

    'It's not an immediate issue for now, though.'

    Unable to obtain answers from Gilenios, I intended to contact Gretman.

    "... He isn't picking up."

    He didn't answer. Hence, I couldn't get any clues about completing status from the apostles with unique authority.

    Next, I considered consulting Yuria and Hemar, or priests like Jordan.

    Theology, as mentioned by Gilenios, was something they would know better.

    Hoping to catch a clue, I decided to call them.

    『You're asking about the conditions for divinity? Well...』

    First was Jordan.

    Although my abrupt question might have bewildered him, he contemplated it for a while before offering a calm reply.

    『Honestly, regarding status, I'm not knowledgeable.』

    I was almost disappointed at the negative start, but...

    『But if the divinity you're speaking of represents the status or presence of a god as I understand it... We could make some assumptions.』

    "Assumptions, huh..."

    Essentially, theology narrates the history and deeds of all the gods, except Karlos, through origin myths.

    『And what these six myths invariably cover are the achievements accomplished by the gods when they were mortals.』

    These mostly included achievements altering the world, such as splitting the earth and painting the skies.

    Hence, by speculating upon those records...

    『Don't you think it implies that some notable achievement is necessary to become a god? Furthermore, each Order teaches its doctrines by emphasizing achievements from their gods' myths.』

    Frankly, I was a bit surprised. I didn't expect Jordan to get to the essence so accurately.

    After all, status is something accumulated through one's recorded actions.

    To assert that achievements are necessary to build status isn't exactly wrong.

    'Perhaps, when someone influences causality or creates an anomaly significant enough for causality to intervene...'

    Such events accumulate and create status.

    If one survives while accumulating countless statuses without being excluded by causality, they become a god.

    At least, that's what I've believed so far.

    Jordan grasped this essence as well.

    "My thoughts align with yours. But what I'm looking for is something beyond that."

    I've seized countless statuses so far.

    And I reached the stage of character regeneration by completing my status.

    What's required now is not more achievements for additional status.

    'I need something beyond to complete the status I've gathered so far.'

    I needed to find the final piece.

    『Hmm... something beyond....』

    Upon listening, Jordan fell silent again.

    And he then mentioned a word I did not anticipate.

    『Followers....』

    Perhaps the most basic and essential requirement.

    『All godly myths end similarly.』

    Jordan, continuing, used the myth of Palao as an example.

    『When noble compassion and charity awe the worshipers, only then the god becomes whole.』

    Now that I think about it.

    'When the Seven Gods contracted with Earth's system, they surely ensured they kept the Biharin adherents bound.'

    They knew losing them would've been catastrophic.

    『If one wishes to become a god, they need followers who will worship and venerate them, don't you think?』

    It was like being struck hard in the head.

    『K?』

    While I could hear Jordan calling me, it was all but faint due to my deep contemplation.

    If this indeed was the final condition.

    If I needed those who would worship me.

    'This is insane.'

    I had no idea where to even begin with tackling this last requirement.

    Fundamentally, I have many who are supportive.

    However, those are all alliances built around mutual benefits.

    The concept differs from religious veneration.

    'Considering, the only ones who would definitely act upon my orders now are Palao's guild members....'

    Yet, even if I mobilized them, resolving this issue seemed unlikely.

    How could I possibly tell the guild members?

    To worship me? Saying it's the only way to win this war?

    'It would be a relief not to be branded as a lunatic.'

    Attempting even a small misstep could lead other factions, seeking benefits from me, to deem me mad and sever ties.

    'Where should I even begin...?'

    What must I do to secure existences that would venerate me as their god?

    Despite racking my brains, no plausible Scenario or tangible solution emerged.

    While seriously contemplating this with the warm smartphone in hand.

    Suddenly, Rice Cake connected its vision with mine.

    Upon confirming the vision in my mind, I leaped out of my seat.

    Bang! Crash!

    My phone slipped from my hand with a loud thud as I darted out of the room.

    I immediately sprinted towards the front door but couldn't make it outside.

    For someone grabbed my waist, lifting me up effortlessly.

    "K, what's going on?"

    It was Ethan.

    With Yang Taeho and Kim Yul out investigating the Hole, Ethan was currently the only one by my side.

    I writhed fiercely to break free, not having the time to think logically whether I could overpower a Platinum rank player.

    - Kyaah!

    - Save us!

    The school, where the twins attended, was under attack.

    Despite several safety precautions set around the twins, and with a separate security team secretly guarding the school area.

    My agitation stemmed from one simple fact.

    A black shroud had enveloped the entire school.

    'Isolated from the outside.'

    No aid could be expected from the players stationed outside the school.

    Should anything go wrong, the twins might perish.

    To make matters worse, Rice Cake suddenly severed its shared vision.

    Just as a monster from the Hole was about to enter the school!

    "Let go!"

    I protested, shouting while hitting Ethan's face with my elbow.

    Ethan calmly blocked my attack as gently as he could.

    To prevent my arm from breaking, I presumed.

    But, amidst the urgency of my siblings being attacked, such care was irrelevant.

    Seeing my intense struggle, Ethan expertly restrained both my arms behind my back.

    Yet he didn't stop there, pinning me firmly down onto the ground.

    Ethan was merely doing his duty.

    "You can't go outside under these circumstances."

    As a civilian, should I be infected, there was an extremely high risk of fatality.

    Hence, since the onset of the new offensive, I hadn't stepped a foot outside.

    From a tactical viewpoint, I was of higher value than hundreds or thousands of civilians.

    Therefore, being the top protection priority made sense.

    Which is also why the association paired the key European asset, Ethan, with me.

    Even though I had momentarily forgotten this reality in my heightened state.

    Thanks to Ethan's intervention, my rationality started returning.

    Fortuitously, at that very moment, Rice Cake reconnected its vision.

    Crash!

    With a loud sound, part of the black shroud shattered and fell away.

    - Nice, Ahel-hyung!

    It was through that breach that Kim Yul appeared with his hair all disheveled.

    I wasn't sure how he managed to get there while he should've been wrestling with those black vines.

    - Hey, monsters! You can't just cause trouble here, alright?!

    Upon Kim Yul's appearance, the tension in my body dissipated.

    Ethan withdrew his hand immediately as well.

    Yet he wisely distanced me from the door, preparing for any unforeseen developments by standing firm in front of it himself.

    My senses having somewhat returned, I refrained from making any rash moves this time.

    That didn't prevent my heart from nearly leaping out of my chest, with my entire body still trembling.

    With shaky hands, I finally mustered the control to turn on the TV.

    After shifting through the various news channels a few times, I found what I was looking for.
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    「(Breaking News) Acute Hole opened at Seocho High School. Casualty and injured count are unavailable. Nearby citizens, please evacuate promptly following the emergency drill manual.」

    Emergency news subtitles scrolled across the bottom of a cooking show.

    A problem had occurred in the middle of the city at a school with students, so it was reported immediately.

    After a brief wait, every broadcasting station began to air urgent news.

    「Good day, viewers. I am announcer Han Kyungsoo. A breaking news report states an acute Hole opened at Seocho High School at 2:14 PM today. Following this, a mysterious dark...」

    The screen changed as the announcer's reading, which felt a bit rushed, continued.

    Footage was broadcasted from a drone sent to capture the scene from a distance.

    The black canopy, seen through Rice Cake's eyes, still stood strong.

    The drone circled around the dome, but no visible breach could be seen.

    'Did they already repair it?'

    Currently, I had no way to know the internal situation as Rice Cake was not sharing its sight.

    As I ground my teeth, the announcer's voice continued in the background.

    「Regrettably, the students' safety cannot be confirmed, and players' entry is impossible due to an unidentified black dome.」

    Unknown fate.

    Those few words drove me insane.

    I heard the sound of the smartphone ringing from where I had dropped it in the room, but I couldn't muster the courage to retrieve it.

    Everything felt like it would crumble if anything went off by an inch.

    Just standing there stiffly with my arms crossed required all my strength.

    「The Player's Association advises nearby citizens to evacuate promptly to the bunker...」

    The announcer's calm voice faded into the background.

    'Since Kim Yul entered, it's not the worst.'

    I had trained him to face even nemesis-rank foes alone.

    So, knowing he'd be fine, yet my heart raced uncontrollably, in contrast to my cold, rational mind.

    How ridiculous.

    After killing hundreds and thousands of people to get to today.

    Now, I felt stirred by the thought that my family might Die.

    I closed my eyes tightly to suppress the loud, overwhelming thoughts and impulses.

    After a brief silence, I looked at Ethan and spoke.

    "I'd like you to go support there."

    "No."

    Despite the firm refusal, I persisted and said again.

    "I promise I won't move unless my stats are restored."

    "..."

    "Even if my siblings die there."

    I wouldn't move.

    That was the answer after much contemplation.

    Once again, promising in a solid voice as always, Ethan shifted his attention between me and the TV with a serious expression.

    "... You promise."

    "Yes, my mind is clear right now, so you can trust me."

    I added that if he was that uneasy, he could use the barrier stone on his way.

    Ethan didn't refuse my suggestion.

    If players got their abilities, they could easily break through.

    But in the current state, I'd only be trapped.

    After Ethan used the barrier stone and left, I slumped with a thud onto the sofa.

    I had expended too much energy controlling my emotions in a short time.

    Thanks to that, my body felt limp and exhausted.

    But my eyes remained fixated on the TV.

    'Why now?'

    Due to the monster invasion starting last year, there were many holidays, leading to insufficient attendance.

    Naturally, winter vacation had to be postponed by a few weeks.

    Did the enemies know and attack today because of that?

    'The possibility is high.'

    Seeing as how they intended to block external support, they must have deliberately chosen the Hole's location.

    It wasn't an accidental Hole opening near a school; it was a planned target on the school.

    What does that suggest?

    'It seems my family's information has been leaked to the enemies.'

    The timing and location they chose were so opportune; it couldn't be dismissed as mere coincidence.

    "Damn it!"

    Lost in thought, I couldn't hold back any longer and shouted.

    It wasn't an unexpected issue, and I had even prepared adequately for it.

    I had never held mercy when dealing with opponents, so I had no right to blame them for targeting my family.

    But at this powerless moment, unable to forgive myself for putting my family in danger.

    'I was too confident.'

    Assuming it was just a week's gap.

    That I could easily manage risks that short.

    Proudly spreading rumors of my state far and wide.

    Forgetting that humans can't predict the future.

    In result, I was trapped within a barrier, venting alone in frustration.

    'They might have planned this attack hearing about my current state.'

    If that's really the case, I might as well admit I brought this raid upon myself.

    The more I mulled over it, the greater my self-reproach grew.

    But there was no way to reverse what had already happened.

    I gritted my teeth and persevered to avoid falling apart.

    How many minutes passed that way?

    Miraculously, Rice Cake reconnected sight.

    Two, no, three nemesis-rank enemies! Plus, five general-ranks!

    A formidable force for Kim Yul to handle alone.

    As soon as I realized this, my heart sank suddenly, but then...

    「Oh! This just in! It's reported that Ethan Rembrandt from the UK Player's Association and players from the Palao Guild have successfully entered the inside!」

    I spotted Ethan in the corner of my vision.

    「And according to on-site officials, Kim Yul, the Korean Platinum rank player, is already inside. With two Platinum rank players involved, perhaps we can await further news a bit at ease.」

    Even the announcer, as if truly relieved, wiped sweat from his brow.

    I also felt somewhat relieved with Ethan's arrival.

    However, complete relief was impossible.

    That familiar habit of contemplating the worst-case Scenario returned.

    'That black dome.'

    Surely mages were involved.

    Those with grudges against me more than anyone else.

    They'd strive by any means to achieve their purposes.

    What could Kim Yul and Ethan do if a tower-lord level figure emerged?

    Crack.

    Unconsciously biting hard, the sound resonated through the empty living room.

    At that moment.

    - Really not going?

    Suddenly, kerax spoke up.

    Those words which had barely restrained the impulses violently surged again.

    The emotions raging inside urged me to head there immediately.

    But, gripping my trembling hands until they turned white, I closed my eyes.

    'I must not go.'

    It's not just because of the promise with Ethan.

    This concerns my objective valuation of my value.

    'At this moment, I'm the only one who could eliminate those "beyond the rules".'

    If I die, there's no one left to hunt figures like Karklein.

    That means this war cannot end in the short term.

    It would take far more time for the system to shape a new Hunter.

    That delay would exponentially decrease the probability of victory.

    'The Bihar precedent is a clear indicator.'

    Among the worst-case scenarios I imagined, its outcome was predictable.

    'Damn it.'

    At the start of this game, my sole wish was to protect this land where my family lives.

    So, I tried harder than anyone else and never hesitated to make cold choices.

    'It was a compelling justification.'

    Every choice I made justified the best course for victory.

    That justification seemed to have devolved into an obligation to reclaim victory.

    And now, it became shackles binding me to this position.

    Already, having discarded someone else's family like game pieces.

    Me compromising the war out of concern for my family's safety?

    'Fuck it.'

    As long as the memory of those whose blood I shed lingered, I couldn't allow myself that luxury.

    I was trapped in burdens and sins accumulated over the past.

    At some point, the pursuit buried the purpose, distorting it all the while.

    Thinking, recollecting, and dodging myself repeatedly.

    Increasingly, burgeoning thoughts began to entangle me more fiercely.

    The kid bitten by a dog in Palao's third trial.

    Citizens cheering as I emerged, sealing the Hole.

    The hundreds of thousands of guild members entrusting their faith.

    All those people thanking me, grateful, despite having never met face-to-face, sending comments and DMs.

    'Without me, their future fades.'

    Thus, I shouldn't rush to that scene.

    Even if the twins Die there, no matter what.

    Repeatedly seizing similar words like a self-imposed mental drill.

    Using dozens, even hundreds of logical reasons to justify why I should not be there.

    The majority were painful truths.

    It was an agonizing period like no other.

    Even with blood dripping down as my nails dug into skin.

    I seemed to have persevered well beyond my limits.

    The news continued broadcasting the image of a dark dome.

    Neither Kim Yul nor Ethan emerging, nor guild mages dispelling the dome occurred.

    Prompting something naturally, the worst-case conjecture arose.

    'What if they were already annihilated?'

    My siblings and students inside, their lives alongside Rice Cake, as well as the newly arrived Kim Yul and Ethan, if they were all dead.

    "I'll chase them to hell's end and tear them apart..."

    On the day when I regain the player's abilities.

    I vowed to rend apart every soul involved with more brutality than hellish Asuras.

    That vow marked all I could presently do.

    Then, kerak, having been silent after the initial question, spoke again.

    - All these years, in my observation, you were never simply righteous nor heroic.

    Eyes flying open intimidate the room, I gazed towards the bedroom direction.

    - If anything, you resembled a villain to a great degree. Ruthless enough to abandon powerless without choice and cruel enough to use any means and methods for goals.

    Denouncing me as akin to those despised all their lives.

    - Being that unrelenting, even to discard family, especially reminds me of them.

    Such audacity while I endured with what resolve I could muster!

    Rising abruptly, I strode resolutely to the bedroom.

    And swung open the door.

    - Thus, you might accomplish what I couldn't.

    Kerax's voice uttered incomprehensible words just as I seized it.

    Clinging to the spatial leather pouch, just in case, it dangled and swayed.

    - If truly so, I might revere you, the one so relentless.

    Kerax's words seemed to echo from the depths of deep consciousness.

    "Heup!"

    「You found an ego that worships you.」

    「Progress 100%.」

    「A new character matching your status is completed.」

    「Ascended to godhood and ranks 'beyond standard'.」

    「Congratulations! You've become a god with a complete status.」

    「Reviewing past achievements to ascertain your 'God's Call'.」

    「Leading the battlefield previously...」

    ...

    A plethora of messages unfurled, too numerous to take in all at once, overwhelming sight.

    And then, everything faded briefly into bright light as consciousness began to dim.

    Beyond the receding awareness, kerax's voice sounded out.

    - May you fulfill your grand aspiration.

    My body dissolved like smoke, dispersing away.

    Damned System

    TL's Corner:
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    Chapter 338. Status(格) and Isolation(隔) (4)

    The chaos erupted without any warning signs.

    It was an afternoon when classes were in full swing to cover the insufficient class hours and advance through the curriculum.

    When someone, unable to suppress their boredom, looked out the window.

    "What?"

    The voice was too small to reach classmates and the teacher.

    "Uh oh..."

    But it grew louder.

    "What, what is that!"

    It became clear enough to grab everyone's attention.

    A student suddenly stood up from their seat, pushing the chair back with urgency, and shouted.

    "It's a Hole!"

    Simultaneously, a white orb floating above the playground changed.

    In the blink of an eye, it had turned black.

    Students who were surprised by a classmate's sudden shout gathered at the windows.

    Thanks to that, everyone saw it together.

    The black orb shattered, and black smoke expanded widely.

    It was a signal that a Hole had opened.

    While those who had never seen such a scene before were confused, something shot out of the Hole and soared into the sky.

    Before anyone could panic over the sound of it bursting with a bang, the surroundings of the school turned entirely black.

    It did not mean the light was blocked or the view became dark.

    It was just that the view outside the school was obscured by what seemed like a black wall.

    Even with just that, it was enough to cause panic—and then, out of the wide-open Hole, something finally emerged.

    "Grrrr..."

    An enormous monster's head, drooling tainted saliva, popped out.

    Its skin slick enough to reflect like polish, bright muscles visible beyond it, elongated arms dragging on the ground, heavy steps thumping as they struck the earth, and a large build reaching up to 2 meters.

    Someone saw the 5 ominous heads that had rapidly increased and muttered with dread.

    "General-Rank..."

    Stars, indicating their rank, were hovering above the monsters that appeared on the school playground. They were all general-rank capable of using pathogens.

    Just as everyone was recalling the now-common knowledge about the monsters, the Hole vanished abruptly.

    Then, a white orb appeared not far away, and this time, black smoke began to fill it slowly.

    Two general-rank creatures headed there and stood guard at the Hole.

    Meanwhile, the remaining three turned their bloodshot eyes, searching around.

    Soon, they started moving towards the main school building as if they knew exactly where they were headed.

    Thud, thud, thud.

    The heavy footsteps seemed to echo into the distant classroom.

    Watching that surreal scene was momentary.

    "To, the hallway!"

    The teacher, who had been frozen, shouted urgently.

    That's when the students snapped back to reality, started shouting in fear and tears.

    "Wh... what do we do?!"

    "A... are we going to die?"

    "Don't say such horrible things!"

    "Everyone, be quiet and move!"

    "Yeah! Hurry up!"

    "Block the tables! Everyone, don't panic and do as you were trained!"

    The plan was to move as far away from the approaching monsters as possible, use various structures in the building to block the monsters' movements with barricades, verify the number of students in each class, and use the barrier stones placed in each classroom to hold out until a rescue team arrived.

    Many in-school drills were conducted just in case.

    As long as everyone stayed calm and acted according to training, it would be okay.

    Yeonwoo, kept herself calm and joined her friends as they busily organized things.

    "Class 4! Check the number in class 4!"

    "Class 5, move quickly!"

    Students from other classes were following the same procedures.

    『An announcement to inside the school. At present, the east gate, west gate... and the central gate have all been sealed with barrier stones. Teachers, please evacuate the students swiftly as per the manual and use barrier stones in the classrooms.』

    An announcement also started about blocking the entrances.

    Yeonwoo and her friends were about to head into the hallway when an event occurred just before moving away from the window.

    "Oh, oh no... over there!"

    One of the monsters diverted its path before coming towards the school building.

    It was heading towards the gymnasium where students were having an indoor PE class, avoiding the harsh January cold outside.

    - What's that?

    - Ah.

    The face of Jinwoo, who had changed into his gym clothes and went outside just before break, naturally came to mind.

    'Is there a barrier stone in the gymnasium too?'

    While they had heard there were barrier stones in the classrooms, was the gymnasium the same?

    Hesitating due to uncertainty, a general-rank creature peeked into the gymnasium.

    - Aaaaah!

    - Uwaaaah!

    Faint screams of the students reached from afar.

    If a barrier stone had been used, there should've been no sound.

    Smash.

    With the window shattered, the faint screams and wails became much more distinct.

    Whether there was a barrier stone or not, it hadn't been used yet!

    "K, Kang Jinwoo! The artifact! The bracelet that Oppa gave!"

    Yeonwoo, who turned pale, clung to the window and screamed, but wasn't sure if Jinwoo could hear it.

    Perhaps, because it was PE time, he had left the accessory-like object in the classroom...

    Flash.

    Amid the swirl of countless worries, suddenly a bright light burst from the school's flower bed.

    "Whoa!"

    "Wh- what is that?!"

    "Is another monster appearing?!"

    "I know that! It's K's pet!"

    Returning to its original gigantic size, Rice Cake pounced on the general-rank creature heading toward the gymnasium.

    'Rice Cake!'

    With a single leap, Rice Cake accurately bit into the general-rank's head.

    Its white fur quickly turned black from the gushing blood like a fountain.

    Seeing such a brutal sight made Yeonwoo unconsciously cover her mouth.

    In the brief moment she let out a silent scream, the monsters heading towards the school noticed the commotion and turned around.

    "Grrrr..."

    Barely for an instant, Rice Cake fiercely growled, baring its teeth at the remaining intact generals.

    Yet, encountering them head-on was unlike the previous ambush from behind.

    Truly, Rice Cake seemed burdened by opposing two general-ranks wielding their lengthy arms freely.

    Claws bore marking brutal wounds on its sinewy build.

    "No, no way!"

    At that moment, Yeonwoo screamed with a high-pitched voice as she clung to the windowsill again.

    The two remaining general-rank creatures guarding the Hole leaped and joined the parade into the gym.

    Yeonwoo couldn't tear her eyes away from the situation.

    Though willing to continue watching from the window, she couldn't stay much longer than that.

    "What are you doing there! Come quickly!"

    A teacher rushed over to help Yeonwoo, who wasn't thinking of evacuating.

    "But... the gym, the gymnasium!"

    "Now is not the time for excuses! You're endangering your friends!"

    Unable to resist anymore after hearing those words, she grabbed her bag and headed for the hallway.

    While she tarried, the other students had already completed erecting barricades using desks and chairs against the classroom wall connected to the corridor.

    Jutting haphazardly without any order or rules were chair and desk legs thrust to the sky; right after passing through, entering the corridor.

    "Attendance check now, everybody sit!"

    The teacher yelled, seating the students.

    While conducting the quick headcount, she glanced around the corridor, which was already empty.

    Students from other classes had already used the barriers a step ahead.

    Our class soon concealed ourselves using the barrier stone as well.

    Only then, the teacher, having worried herself until then, wiped cold sweat from her brow, feeling slightly relieved.

    But the silence embraced within the barrier soon faded, replaced by sobs.

    "Hnn, hnn..."

    "Why at our school...?"

    Students gathered in groups, trying to pull themselves together from the horror.

    Yet, rather, the terror engulfing them was growing thicker by the second.

    Then, as if waiting for it,

    Crash!

    Crack-!

    Suddenly, the windows and walls of the classroom started ripping apart.

    "Aaaaaugh!"

    "Uwaaaah!"

    Students crouched while grabbing their heads, screaming aloud.

    Everything they had arduously constructed as a barricade began vanishing from beyond.

    Finally, as the windows vanished completely and the outside scene flooded into view.

    Thump.

    With a reverberating thud, a general-rank rose atop the classroom.

    "Eeeeeek!"

    "Mommy, mommyyy... hisss!"

    "This... this is the second floor..."

    "Does a monster care about that?!"

    In response to someone murmuring amidst tears, another yelled in an outburst.

    Meanwhile, the monster inched closer inside the classroom, emitting ominous grunting sounds.

    Its swiveling head seemed intent on finding something.

    Shortly after, an undeniable sound confirmed it wasn't merely an assumption.

    "Class 6..."

    Yeonwoo, who had been trembling ever so slightly while hugging her backpack tightly, froze up.

    Vital warmth circulating through her entire body seemed to cool immediately.

    "Not there?"

    Both Yeonwoo and Jinwoo, because they'd frequently encountered Biharin thanks to Hyunwoo, carried Interpreter magic tools with them.

    And so, they could understand the general-rank muttering its words.

    "Grr... mana?"

    It murmured, glancing at the corridor.

    "Barrier! Barrier!"

    The thrill in its voice after grasping something was suddenly revealed.

    "Catch them, eat them, just leave the head!"

    High on enthusiasm, the monster ripped through the barricade, advancing into the corridor.

    "Ye, Yeonwoo?"

    The sudden trembling of Yeonwoo prompted a close friend near her to call out.

    But Yeonwoo, witnessing the general getting alarmingly close to the barrier, frantically rummaged through her bag.

    'They know! They knew that Jinwoo and I was here! Because we're Hyunwoo's siblings!'

    An onrush of realization regarding the sudden attack made panic spike within her.

    Considering that others were endangered due to them clouded her vision with dread.

    Despite that, her hands didn't cease their frantic search inside the bag.

    Ultimately, Yeonwoo successfully found what she was desperately searching for.

    It was the artifact Hyunwoo had directly handed to her.

    Relying solely on the barrier and merely hiding didn't seem like a wise choice given the circumstances.

    However.

    'But what I have is an escape tool...'

    What Yeonwoo possessed was armed with transport magic, which was supposed to be used together with Jinwoo in a dire situation.

    But in the absence of Jinwoo, was it right for her to just flee alone?

    Moreover, if she were to leave rendering herself the apparent target out of sight here,

    'What about my remaining friends...?'

    Would those terrifying creatures spare them?

    'They definitely won't...'

    Leaving those endangered due to them behind and fleeing for herself felt outright wrong.

    Logically, it was a pointless quandary.

    It's clear she has nothing she can do by staying here.

    Also, a threat to her well-being would indirectly impact Hyunwoo as well.

    'I know that.'

    Using this artifact is the best course of action in this situation.

    Nonetheless, even knowing, she couldn't quite bring herself to follow through.

    As doing so for the best, it meant forsaking her humanity.

    Yeonwoo, after all, was merely nineteen years old.

    Too young to bear such a heavy decision.

    'If only I could bear here until Oppa comes to rescue...'

    With tears starting to drop steadily as she thought this, a general-rank made its advance upon Yeonwoo.

    "Barrier! Barrier!"

    Waving its elongated arm haphazardly, reassured in its belief in the barrier.

    "Eeeyah!"

    Again, the children crouched in fright, grabbing their heads and shrieked atop the floor.

    Though aware that the barrier would keep them safe from that, the direct visual threat looming was sufficiently terrifying.

    As panic engulfed everyone, the area turned into a sea of lamentation.

    Amidst this motion.

    Crash.

    "Nice, Ahel hyung!"

    Miraculously familiar voices reached her ears.

    **New Elements and Characters:**

    - 혼란: Chaos(it)

    - 학생: Student(they)

    - 교사: Teacher(na)

    - 창 밖: Window(it)

    - 학교: School(it)

    - 운동장: Playground(it)

    - 흰색 구슬: White Orb(it)

    - 검은 연기: Black Smoke(it)

    - 괴물: Monster(they)

    - 체육관: Gymnasium(it)

    - 백설기: Rice Cake(na)

    - 장군급: General-Rank(na)

    - 체육 선생님: PE Teacher(na)

    - 아헬 형: Ahel Hyung(he)
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    Chapter 339. Status(格) and Isolation(隔) (5)

    A few minutes ago, Kim Yul received a call from a player affiliated with the association, with whom he was generally on friendly terms.

    - Hyunwoo isn't answering the phone.

    - None of us can get in right now.

    At that moment, Yang Taeho was using his Trait to prevent the black roots from spreading further. Kim Yul roughly grabbed Ahel by the scruff of his neck and headed to Seocho High School. That turned out to be a stroke of genius.

    "Nice one, Ahel hyung!"

    Ahel had succeeded in damaging part of that mysterious black barrier. Kim Yul was the first to make it inside.

    Soon after, other players from the association attempted to follow, but the black canopy rapidly restored itself.

    As a result, he was the only one who managed to get inside. However, he wasn't fazed by that fact for even a moment.

    "Hey there, monsters! It's a bit troublesome having you here!"

    He wasn't someone who'd fall prey to such lowly monsters. He could hunt even if a nemesis-rank being descended, and he could hold his ground against a legion commander.

    That was the power of a Platinum rank nurtured directly by Hyunwoo.

    "Rice Cake! Get out of the way!"

    Kim Yul shouted to Rice Cake, who was struggling on the ground, to encircle the gym with a blade dance.

    This magic, which ordinary players took several minutes to execute, was completed in the blink of an eye.

    The general-ranks targeting the gym quickly retreated. But the ensuing whirlpool spear chased them down.

    Thud, thud!

    Piercing through and exploding them in one swift move. Having dispatched the general-rank monsters effortlessly, he kicked the air.

    Kim Yul's target was a general-rank that had torn down the outer wall to enter the building!

    "Here you are!"

    The mana pooling at his feet took form, implementing a magic. The higher-level magic than Wind Walk, Typhoon's Sprint.

    "Where do you think you're going!"

    He dashed through the wind, like using a teleportation technique, slicing his dagger towards the general-rank.

    "Get inside here!"

    Fierce mana enveloped Kim Yul's dagger. But before his dagger could reach the general-rank, it bounced off.

    The general-rank, who had turned its back on him, fired a kerak.

    Clang!

    As soon as he deflected the kerak, the general-rank cast a magic. Trees sprouted and rushed to pierce him. The fight was determined in an instant.

    Mana moved, and the blade dance began. The lightning mana contained in Hyunwoo's Mana Accumulation Tool mingled, scattering sparks.

    The flames burned and sliced through the tree trunks as his double daggers extended further.

    Thunk-!

    Crossing his two daggers, Kim Yul cleanly sliced off the back of the general-rank's neck.

    "Phew."

    The enormous mana detected by his detection magic was the last enemy. There was an unopened Hole, but...

    'First, I need to ensure the kids' safety.'

    Fortunately, he still had some time.

    "Excuse me!"

    As Kim Yul peered around in front of the barrier, the caster soon emerged.

    "Any fatalities or injuries?"

    "N-No, none. Everyone evacuated inside the barrier before the monsters could enter the building."

    "Okay."

    This should mean that Yeonwoo is safe since we are now in front of Class 6.

    "Just stay inside for now, just in case. I'll call you as soon as the situation is settled."

    "Y-Yes!"

    The teacher disappeared back into the barrier, and Kim Yul launched himself out of the building.

    Rice Cake was sitting down, covered in black and red blood.

    "Are you hurt badly?"

    "Snort."

    Rice Cake snorted as if it was nothing, but the continuous bleeding suggested otherwise.

    He quickly sprayed a potion on Rice Cake's wounds, then peeked inside the gym.

    "Rescue team here~ Anyone injured?"

    "N-No, no, no."

    An older woman, who appeared to be a teacher, replied in a trembling voice.

    "Good to hear."

    As he scanned the students, he met eyes with Jinwoo.

    Startled, as if he wanted to acknowledge him, Jinwoo awkwardly lowered his hand.

    He chose to naturally avert his gaze instead of returning his greeting. While it was well known that Hyunwoo had siblings, few knew exactly who they were.

    Only those who had known the Kang siblings from a long time ago would know, really.

    'I guess that's coming to an end with this incident.'

    For now, whichever path Hyunwoo decides is up to him. His role here is to ensure the twins' safety.

    "Why was the barrier stone not used? I heard it was distributed to all government and educational institutions."

    "It was ... misplaced. When we tried to use it, the inventory was empty."

    "Ah."

    It seemed someone had stolen the barrier stone that was provided. In today's world, it can be a lifesaver, so it's not surprising.

    'The gym isn't a place that's used every day.'

    Whoever it was probably judged that there was a low risk of getting caught, given the lack of daily inventory checks.

    'Well, this is something for the administrative staff to deal with later.'

    "This should help!"

    He bought another barrier stone and provided it to the students in the gym.

    "There isn't a clear escape route yet. It's safer to stay inside until it's available."

    "O-okay, thank you!"

    "Thanks!"

    Turning away from the grateful teachers and students, he spoke as He approached the still-existing Hole.

    "Rice Cake, can you connect me to Hyunwoo hyung? If you already are, bark for him."

    Now that the situation was nearly over, he thought of reporting to Hyunwoo. But Rice Cake quietly shook her head.

    "What do you mean? The connection isn't up?"

    Nod, nod.

    Rice Cake answered with a nod. Initially, when the canopy appeared, the connection remained, but it was severed a few minutes later.

    It briefly reconnected when he entered but then went dead again.

    He didn't grasp the full context, but it was enough to confirm that He couldn't reach Hyunwoo for the moment.

    "Well, it can't be helped. Both are safe for now... I'll deal with the Hole and wait for Ahel."

    But before Kim Yul could finish speaking, another Hole suddenly appeared.

    Before his eyes, it steeped in blackness and opened.

    "Ah, this damn emergency Hole."

    If this continued, it seemed pointless to close them before they opened.

    'Fortunately, only a few come through in an emergency.'

    He was bothered by how perfect the timing seemed.

    'Can they see what's happening on this side?'

    Otherwise, how could they open a new Hole at such an opportune moment?

    He squinted his eyes and assumed a combat stance. As He adjusted his grip on the daggers, a head the size of a car shot out from the Hole.

    Its top featured nine stars.

    "Are they sending stronger ones because a general-rank was defeated?"

    The timing, the rank of the new creature emerging.

    It was unsettling to dismiss it as mere coincidence.

    Having adapted the habit of observing every situation and mulling over it from accompanying Hyunwoo, he furrowed his brow.

    But at the moment, the ongoing battle was more pressing.

    Swinging his dagger high, he lunged at the nemesis-rank, attacking before it fully emerged.

    'They always stick their heads in first, don't they?'

    By blinding them, he would have an easier fight moving forward.

    Without hesitation, he swung his dagger.

    "I'll teach you where you are!"

    Harnessing the Typhoon's Sprint, he gouged out one of the nemesis-rank's eyes in a flash.

    Its blood spattered as a contamination message popped up.

    'What does it matter.'

    Anyway, his body would be as clean as a sheet of fresh snow once Hyunwoo returned.

    'I just need to manage the timer well.'

    Skillfully gulping down a potion, he immediately targeted the opposite eye.

    While the nemesis-rank was not easily caught off guard once again.

    "Damn it! This is here!"

    Echoing Hyunwoo's muttered words when navigating a monster-infested site, he managed to snatch both eyes from the nemesis-rank.

    Of course, the nemesis-rank didn't just let it happen idly.

    'Of all things, fire.'

    If it were a cooperation, it might be a different matter, but it was an unfavorable attribute in a standoff.

    He soared into the air to evade the flames filling all sides.

    "Before you die here, why don't you go back in?"

    A brief respite dodging its magic, but Kim Yul was caught off guard.

    One, two, three... A total of five Holes sprung open in quick succession.

    And they all began opening acutely.

    It was hardly surprising that this confirmed the enemy knew how the situation was going on this side.

    'It seems they must have made up their minds.'

    No matter the cost, they seemed determined to put everything on the line for this assault.

    "Hey, you cowardly bastards! Calling in your buddies after taking a few punches?!"

    Kim Yul shot down from the sky like a meteor, aiming for the nemesis-rank's neck. He intended to finish it off before more monsters emerged from the Holes.

    Despite everything, dealing with two nemesis-ranks simultaneously was a tall order.

    But in the brief moment, the nemesis-rank dodged his assault and launched a counterattack.

    He evaded the torrents of flame slicing through the air.

    Meanwhile, monsters poured out from the newly spawned Holes.

    'Two nemesis-ranks, more than ten general-ranks!'

    They all rushed towards the school building simultaneously.

    He was stuck dealing with a foe almost caught in the Hole.

    "Rice Cake! To the gym!"

    In hindsight, he should have erected more barriers around the gym.

    Reflecting briefly, he rapidly tied down the general-ranks with a blade dance and wind whips. But the nemesis-ranks brushed off his magic and successfully rammed into the building.

    If that state had continued, the situation might have turned dire.

    The monsters present clearly surpassed his personal combat capabilities.

    But fortunately, his reinforcements arrived just on time.

    Crash!

    The sound of glass shattering ensued as Ethan and the association players broke in.

    Ahel must have provided additional help.

    "Yul!"

    "Ethan, the school!"

    "Leave it to him!"

    Kim Yul felt a newfound peace of mind with the arrival of reinforcements, causing his eyes to gleam.

    As Typhoon's Sprint engulfed his entire body, he leapt into the flames. It was a moment when the ensuing assault reached such a speed that even a player would struggle to follow.

    While Hyunwoo was noted for overwhelming foes with potent firepower, he was renowned for swiftly and quietly dispatching enemies.

    Whatever creature became his prey always met a ragged end.

    'It is taxing on mana consumption, though.'

    Nonetheless, reducing the ranks by at least one nemesis-rank was a priority.

    He mercilessly hacked down the nemesis-rank before him with his daggers.

    As guts and blood splattered everywhere, turning his surroundings into a gruesome mess, the familiar message appeared.

    「You have successfully eliminated the enemy. 1,100,631 units of corrupted mana have been absorbed.」

    At the same time, a chilling sensation crawled down his spine.

    Kim Yul hastily veered sideways, and clouds billowed up where he had been standing.

    "This is an unexpected number of nuisances."

    An aged man, previously unknown to him, emerged from the mist.

    "With skills capable of breaking that barrier... surely Ahel, that child, must have survived and crossed."

    How many individuals would audaciously refer to Ahel as a child?

    As the answer came, memories surfaced without any delay.

    - He lost his master, peers, and seniors who studied with him. They're likely living with monsters, eating and fighting with them even now."

    He didn't need to deliberate over who stood before him.

    "Is my apprentice is doing well, outsider."

    The former Tower Master of the Ferrell Kingdom, Severius Lvarmonte, had appeared.
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    Chapter 340. Status(格) and Isolation(隔) (6)

    Whoosh.

    A sudden vibration filled the area, causing Jinwoo to stagger.

    'What... what was that?'

    It didn't take long for him to realize what that phenomenon signified.

    "Grrr..."

    It was because I made eye contact with the monsters outside the barrier.

    "Oh."

    The barrier had disappeared. It wasn't just at the gymnasium; chaos was coming from the direction of the school building as well.

    "Damn it, all the magic has been nullified!"

    "Should we distribute new barrier stones?"

    "No, it would just waste mana."

    "Hoo... A mage, huh? This fight will be difficult."

    The conversation of the players blocking the front of the gymnasium was straightforward.

    From now on, it was as if the means of magic had vanished for the players.

    The rock magic Ethan had crafted and the wind step supporting Kim Yul were rendered useless.

    They could no longer protect anyone.

    "Students, there's no time! Move now!"

    At that moment, the players lifted up the students who were slumped on the ground and moved them to the school building.

    To be honest, it was closer to dragging than moving.

    Most of the terrified students couldn't even support their own bodies.

    Rice Cake quietly tagged along in that movement procession.

    While the students sneakily glanced at Rice Cake, all had succeeded in gathering in front of the school.

    Ethan turned his back to them.

    "Mr. Ethan, I entrust you to protect the civilians."

    "Leave it to me. I'm sorry I can't be more helpful."

    A golden barrier rose up, enveloping the school building.

    'Temoria's authority...'

    He had heard that the Trait of the Platinum rank could unleash power akin to an apostle.

    So, they would be safe now.

    Those inside the building, including Yeonwoo and the other students, would be just as safe.

    Having understood the situation, Jinwoo gritted his teeth and hung his head.

    It was embarrassing to be so helpless in this situation.

    'Always... every time.'

    He found it unspeakably frustrating and miserable to be in a position of hiding behind others for protection.

    While he remained downcast with a gloomy face, the players left beyond the barrier continued their battle with the monsters.

    However, the tide of the battle was turning against the players.

    Kim Yul, capable of handling nemesis ranks, was engaged with the newcomer Severius.

    Not only was he not in a dominant position, but he was also being pushed back.

    Without the ability to use proper magic, this was only natural.

    Kim Yul attempted close-quarters combat, relying on his physical abilities, but with each attempt, his wounds multiplied.

    "Ugh!"

    Just then, Kim Yul, who was being severely pressed, collided with the golden barrier.

    "Kyaa!"

    "How... how could..."

    The students who witnessed the scene firsthand began to whimper.

    It was only natural since Kim Yul, who was sliding down the barrier, was entirely covered in blood.

    "If I was to die now, it would be justified..."

    His countless injuries were not the only issue.

    "It seems your robustness has become your downfall."

    His left arm had been torn off, and strange flesh was protruding from his severely split abdomen.

    It was probably part of an organ that should have stayed quietly inside his body.

    "To still struggle in agony without dying at this point, your god must be quite cruel."

    Thud.

    Kim Yul fell to the ground with a heavy noise, mumbling with a weak voice.

    "You lunatic, what's with the sudden god talk..."

    At the same time, he watched Kim Yul spill potion on his body with his remaining hand.

    Even with his forehead slightly caved in, he seemed determined to continue the fight.

    Watching him, Jinwoo felt the blood in my veins run cold.

    - It's better not to step into this quagmire at all.

    So, this is the mire Hyunwoo had mentioned.

    His brother must have become the best, stepping on the same quagmire Kim Yul found himself in.

    The thought that I might become a player, and that I wanted to help, filled me with a sense of futility.

    During this time, Kim Yul, who had emptied several potion bottles, muttered.

    "Going mad, what did they do to the magic..."

    Unfortunately, his bleeding wasn't stopping.

    Despite pouring several bottles of potion, his wounds only seemed to widen.

    "Your durability is indeed notable, so I've devised a somewhat effective method. How do you like it?"

    "I love it, yes. It's quite lovely."

    Kim Yul suddenly mimicked Yang Taeho's dialect, chuckling as he rose.

    Severius, standing about ten steps away, leisurely waited for Kim Yul.

    "Ugh."

    Thanks to this, Kim Yul could lean against the Barrier of Patience and sit.

    "This freaking hurts; maybe I am really going to die this time..."

    Standing relatively close to the barrier, I overheard Kim Yul's mumblings.

    His casual mention of death as if it were an everyday topic seemed eerily bizarre.

    However, that thought pertained only to me.

    Kim Yul, as if nothing was amiss, spoke calmly.

    "Mr. Ethan, you know this absolutely cannot fall, right?"

    "... Yes."

    With all the other players outside the barrier dead, only Kim Yul remained.

    Once he died, the concentrated attacks would commence on the Barrier of Patience.

    Kim Yul spoke with that Scenario in mind.

    "If something happens to them, Hyunwoo hyung will really lose it. I've watched him long enough to know that he can't live without his family."

    If something happens to Hyunwoo, that'd be the end for all of us too.

    "Given his situation, I'm worried. He's almost like a paper doll now..."

    "You know him well. He promised not to come, no matter what."

    He said he had also trapped them inside a barrier just in case.

    "Oh, thank God."

    The continued conversation between Ethan and Kim Yul was unnerving.

    It was like something you'd hear before one's last request.

    As I watched both of them in confusion, Severius stepped forward.

    "Is your will complete?"

    "Will? Please mind your words. I'm still alive, you know..."

    "In a way, that's truly impressive. To still have the strength to talk like this."

    Then he grasped Kim Yul's face with a benevolent smile.

    Kim Yul immediately swung a dagger at Severius's throat.

    His speed was incredible, particularly for someone injured.

    However, the dagger, brimming with fierce wind, did not reach its mark.

    Instead, he lost his remaining arm.

    Severius clicked his tongue with pity as he overpowered Kim Yul's last desperate act with a mere gesture.

    "You've done quite enough, why don't you rest now?"

    He instinctively sprinted forward, calling out.

    "Uh, excuse me! Just a moment!"

    "Hmm?"

    From the conversation Ethan and Kim Yul had just exchanged, it seemed their target was likely Hyunwoo's blood relatives, Yeonwoo and Jinwoo.

    In that case, maybe he could propose a deal.

    Though he did nothing but sink into wretchedness, watching helplessly.

    Kim Yul, despite his mutilated body, was thinking of getting back up and, even amidst his anticipation of death, worried about the day's end and the future thereafter.

    He was a treasured ally more invaluable than Jinwoo could ever compare.

    Moreover, unlike his powerless self, he could aid Hyunwoo.

    So, if someone absolutely had to die here.

    That someone might be better off being him, rather than Kim Yul.

    "I, I'm Hyunwoo's brother... after all."

    He continued to speak, leading trembling body forward.

    "If you just let him go, I, I will step out to you instead."

    Severius' eyes twinkled with interest.

    "Hm, are you referring to that scum Hyunwoo? So you mean to barter your life for his?"

    He asked, shaking the limp Kim Yul in his grasp.

    "Well, in a way, yes...?"

    Jinwoo's voice was still trembling as he replied.

    "Sniff, snort."

    Rice Cake approached, tugging Jinwoo's clothes as if trying to stop him.

    "Hey, old man. Don't get any funny ideas. He can't come out anyway."

    Even Kim Yul, who was in Severius's grasp, chimed in.

    Ethan, who was maintaining the Barrier of Patience, remained silent.

    But it wasn't out of respect for his intentions.

    As long as Ethan practiced patience, the barrier would not break.

    So there was no way he could actually step outside.

    Ethan, knowing that fact better than anyone, did not react unnecessarily.

    Severius, watching the varied reactions, laughed, and spoke.

    "It's a highly intriguing proposition... yet this young man raised a crucial issue that can't be overlooked. Do you have the means to get out?"

    "... What?"

    "I ask how you plan to step outside. Your guardians don't seem inclined to let you go."

    "Well, that is..."

    Jinwoo was at a loss for words.

    There was no way he could persuade Ethan, nor did he know a method to penetrate the golden barrier.

    "If you were implying that I should break through the Barrier of Patience to come in..."

    Cloud-like smoke began to rise from Severius's hand.

    "Would that even be considered a deal?"

    If then, there was no reason to spare Kim Yul.

    Before the cordial yet serene sentence ended, the clouds forming from Severius's hand began to engulf Kim Yul.

    "Wha, aaaargh!"

    Kim Yul's scream in pain made me freeze entirely.

    "Don't be too surprised. I had no intention of sparing him anyway."

    Severius's green eyes were now filled with madness.

    "Being the blood of that insufferable scum, I'll make sure to attend to you specially. Playing with you until you beg for death will somewhat quench this deep grudge..."

    The eyes filled with glee as if ready to tear him apart froze suddenly.

    "Hmm...?"

    Unable to complete his sentence, Severius lowered his gaze to his hand.

    It was then he realized his hand was empty.

    Kim Yul had vanished without a trace.

    The screams, which had been echoing till now, were no longer heard.

    Jinwoo urgently scanned his surroundings, looking for any trace of Kim Yul.

    Straightening, he took a sudden intake of breath as he focused on where Severius stood.

    "If you wanted to play so badly, you should have hurried."

    Behind Severius, who was staring at his empty hand, glowed a frightening golden light.

    Swish.

    A sound as light as paper brushing against cloth resonated, and Severius disappeared from view.

    Bang!

    He had careened like a cannonball, crashing into a black barrier, giving an impression of disappearing abruptly.

    Shaking, I called out to the golden glow's owner in a trembling voice.

    "H... Hyung..."

    Hyunwoo, who had sent Severius flying with a mere gesture, exhaled deeply and reached out.

    The golden barrier established by Ethan wavered, creating an opening.

    Hyunwoo pushed the bloodied Kim Yul through that opening with his left arm.

    Jinwoo caught the bloodied Kim Yul, standing right at the barrier's opening.

    Afterward, Hyunwoo murmured softly.

    "Kerax."

    Swish.

    A familiar spear emerged from somewhere along with the leather pouch Hyunwoo always carried.

    Hyunwoo began searching through the pouch and pulled out a clear crystal bottle.

    "Make him drink it immediately."

    Jinwoo's trembling hands received the bottle, and he opened it at once.

    It was the second of the three bottles of holy water Hyunwoo possessed being used.

    Watching Kim Yul manage to swallow the holy water, Hyunwoo withdrew his hand from the golden barrier.

    Instantaneously, the gap in the barrier disappeared.

    Only then did Hyunwoo redirect his gaze away from Kim Yul and spoke.

    "I know you're not dead yet, so get up."

    His voice carried no emotion, detached and straightforward.

    It was the reaction Hyunwoo showed when infuriated to the core.

    Aware of this all too well, Jinwoo swallowed dryly.

    At that moment, Severius, who had been sprawled, lodged into the black barrier, began to rise slowly.

    "Quite painful."

    With a snap, his bizarrely twisted body from the impact returned to its original shape.

    "How did you do it? I clearly watched him get devoured by my magic..."

    "Find out yourself if you're curious."

    Hyunwoo's remarkably calm, yet terrifying voice concluded as golden lightning bolts showered in all directions.

    "If you manage to survive today, that is."

    Hyunwoo's form vanished.
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    TL's Corner:

    I don't really know how to feel about Jinwoo's heroics, it was a stupid move, but I also know how it feels to be powerless without being able to do anything.
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    The moment I saw the face, I knew exactly who it was.

    White hair that had turned pale, distinct green eyes, and a dense water-type mana that seemed to drench everything it touched.

    'Severius, the master of Ahel and Eril.'

    They always said the bad premonitions never missed the mark.

    Just an hour ago, the worst-case scenario I had considered—in which a mage of tower lord rank targeted my family—had come true.

    'If I had been even slightly later, Kim Yul would be dead.'

    Recalling that fact, the quiet wildfire in my chest grew even more ferocious.

    I stopped staring intently at Kim Yul's face beyond the golden barrier and turned my head.

    "I know you're not dead yet, so get up."

    My voice was surprisingly calm, considering the circumstances.

    'That's fortunate.'

    An intensity of anger that one cannot control rarely aids in battle.

    Thus, I attempted to push the anger deep down, and I succeeded.

    I set aside my anger and sharpened all my senses toward the enemy before me.

    "Quite painful indeed."

    By that time, Severius had risen and set his broken, twisted body back in place.

    I didn't know what principle it operated on, but I didn't need to know everything.

    'He dies here today.'

    That was a fate decided the moment he crawled here, targeting my family, and it was a future that would not change.

    "How did you manage it? I clearly saw him get swallowed by my magic..."

    "If you're curious, find out for yourself."

    Barely had I finished speaking, golden lightning started raining down in front of Ethan's barrier of patience.

    The shape somewhat resembled thunder spears, but they weren't created by magic.

    'It's perfect for testing the power of my newfound strength.'

    With my preparations for battle complete, I shot dozens of lightning bolts as I pushed off the ground.

    "If you manage to survive today, that is."

    The golden lightning shot forward with me.

    The monsters, still holding onto life, were struck directly by the golden lightning one after another.

    While those creatures burned to death, Severius was not idle.

    He was busy moving his mana more than anyone, trying to pursue me as I disappeared from his sight.

    At the same time, he even stretched his hand to intercept the lightning rushing towards him.

    'How foolish.'

    Without achieving a divine rank, Severius had no way to withstand my power.

    That was the gap between me, who had attained divinity, and him who hadn't.

    Indeed, I could feel Severius's mana trying to interfere with my power, but that was all.

    "Ugh!"

    Severius couldn't counteract the bright golden lightning and was thrown back like a toy.

    At least he lived up to his name. Unlike the monsters which turned to ashes and died, he managed to survive.

    I moved in the direction he flew in advance.

    Before he could regain balance in the air, I swung my spear down.

    Clang!

    A deafening metallic sound echoed as sparks flew brilliantly.

    'I wanted to see how tough it was.'

    Severius, using magic to protect himself, was sturdier than I expected. The intertwined mana looked more complex than any arrangement I'd ever seen.

    Even concentrating, the structure wasn't clearly visible, which was curious.

    'But unless it's simple magic, it shouldn't withstand my power.'

    Focusing on the arrangement more deeply, the truth revealed itself.

    'It's corrupted divinity.'

    That mixed power seemed to prevent the magic from being easily destroyed.

    But what harm would that do?

    'In the end, it's just magic.'

    I dropped golden lightning onto the crater where Severius was buried, increasing the force slightly from before.

    "Argh!"

    Thanks to that, I could enjoy the sound of a terrifying scream.

    It was evident that Severius's defensive magic had been penetrated, and effective strikes had landed.

    'Let's try one more time.'

    This time, I'd go a bit harder.

    With that thought, a sadistic impulse surged within me.

    It wouldn't be bad to toy with him incrementally increasing the power until he begged for death.

    'Reversing his own words back to him in front of my brother.'

    But it was merely an impulsive desire.

    I had no intention of acting on it.

    No matter how angry, I couldn't lose my sanity like a psychopath in front of my siblings.

    After holding in the sadistic impulse, I squatted down.

    The aim was to look more easily into the pit where Severius was buried.

    Watching his steam-rising nape unconsciously made me smirk.

    "Why is it so unsatisfying?"

    The arrogant and lofty figure that had muttered before Jinwoo and Kim Yul was nowhere to be found.

    What was he supposed to do if he fell so easily the moment I appeared?

    The absolute despair I had felt sitting alone in the living room was far too petty to compensate for.

    'If you came targeting my family, you should've been prepared to do better than this.'

    I grabbed Severius by the hair.

    Severius, who had been rigid and convulsed with tension, coughed and spat blood.

    Directly exposed to divinity, he seemed unable to control his body.

    With Severius's hair in my grasp, I met his gaze and inquired.

    "They suit you quite nicely... Do you think you can speak?"

    His green eyes, stained with complex emotions, met mine sharply.

    Within them, I could see resentment, hatred, and anger.

    And Severius must have been the same.

    I, too, was suppressing similar emotions with great difficulty.

    Thus, there was no hesitation in mocking Severius, who came here to avenge his disciple.

    We had no intention of sparing each other, nor forgiving.

    "Judging by the silence, I guess not. Well, it must've been electrifying."

    I released Severius's hair and instead grabbed his neck.

    As I lifted him, water-type magic immediately targeted my face.

    Crackle-!

    But it couldn't pierce through the golden lightning emanating from my body.

    How unfortunate. His lifelong efforts amounted to nothing against me.

    So, to console him, I told Severius, still incapable of movement, gradually what he needed to hear.

    "Don't bother. Even if I don't look it, I have become a god. Specifically, a Battle God."

    Thanks to that, the authority that finally manifested had a very distinct nature.

    A power solely for destruction, named "Destructive Thunder(壞雷)".

    'The authority of the 7 Great Gods was intriguing and amazing.'

    But it was not a destructive power capable of directly impacting war.

    In contrast, the power I gained would eventually conclude this Damned war.

    'I will make sure of it.'

    Desolate the enemies and achieve victory and peace.

    Having once again engraved my strongest purpose, which gave existence to who I am now, into my heart, I looked down.

    Perhaps because of rumors about my divine authority, Severius wore a paler expression.

    "Why the long face?"

    His tragedy became my comedy.

    Conversely, my comedy is his tragedy.

    "Be glad to be the glorious test subject for a newly born god's power."

    I taunted Severius and many others who practiced magic, gripping his neck firmly.

    Just as I prepared to use my authority to wipe him out entirely, a pause made my shoulders shiver.

    Severius's body suddenly began dispersing like smoke.

    Then, magic targeted my neck and eyes.

    But they couldn't breach the brilliance of my authority.

    Though Severius slipped from my grasp, I wasn't too concerned.

    "Master, are you alright?"

    "Leave it to us from now on!"

    "You vile person...."

    By then, I had noticed the presences felt from all sides.

    I slowly turned around.

    "Many rats have crossed over."

    They appeared to be Severius's disciples.

    Despite having come of their own volition to an unmarked grave, they all seemed cheerful.

    'They don't yet realize their situation.'

    I suppose it was inevitable.

    They must have crossed into this realm, believing they were reinforcements and that they could rescue their master.

    'I bet they didn't anticipate meeting an untimely death here.'

    In a way, it's rather pitiable.

    "Wait a little, and I'll gladly entertain you soon enough."

    Offering them one last bit of mercy, I smiled and patiently waited.

    Meanwhile, those who whisked Severius from my grip tended to him and said,

    "Master, are you alright? Please take a potion."

    "Cough, agh...."

    Severius, seemingly not able to open his mouth to speak, continued to spit blood.

    Even with a potion, his body likely wouldn't recover easily.

    One or more things must have been destroyed when struck by my authority.

    "It's not ordinary magic."

    "Has he achieved status?"

    "Likely so."

    "Ah, what we feared has come to pass."

    Afterward, the mages began to engage in discussion amongst themselves.

    "If so, is he in a present state?... How long can he hold at that status?"

    "I'm not certain yet."

    "This is troubling...."

    "If he's wielding authority, confronting him head-on is risky."

    "Unpleasant as it is... should we consider retreat?"

    Listening quietly to their conversation, I chuckled and countered.

    "Retreat?"

    Turning my gaze toward the mages, I smiled coldly and spoke.

    "You'd do well to wake from that dream."

    When did I ever permit that?

    No matter how much I think about it, there's no such memory, yet they're firmly convinced they can escape from me.

    'Then I should let them realize just how futile their dream is.'

    I unleashed my authority forcefully.

    The energy, intended solely to demolish and destroy, differed from ordinary lightning composed of simple thermal energy.

    The Holes exposed to my authority were destroyed all at once, and even the mysterious black dome they installed shattered into pieces.

    The ground overturned, and Ethan's barrier of patience collapsed as well.

    In response, I withheld my power to prevent further damage to the school side.

    'It's dangerous.'

    The strength was far more formidable than anticipated.

    And the mages standing before me were not exempt from its impact.

    They seemed prepared, stacking defense magic layer upon layer.

    Yet my authority shattered them all, attacking those hiding behind.

    With the once-boastful mages now scattering pathetically, a barrier formed in the sky.

    "I'll disrupt their teleportation magic! I can't hold for long, so kill them as quickly as possible!"

    Ahel, able to confirm the situation within after the dome vanished, swiftly intervened.

    'A single array misalignment in teleportation magic can result in body parts falling in different spaces.'

    It could be their head, for example.

    'I doubt those arrogant folks would risk such a gamble to escape.'

    Furthermore, all the Holes leading back to Biharin were destroyed just moments ago.

    They were nothing more than rats trapped in a kejar.

    "You all die here today."

    I quietly muttered, lightly kicking the ground.

    In the blink of an eye, I closed the distance to the mages, wielding my spear.

    That day, not a single rat escaped alive.

    Just as I had judged.
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    As soon as the battle ended, the barrier collapsed, and those waiting outside rushed into the school.

    Palao guild members, additional support from the association, and the aftermath processing team came in to handle the corpses and assess the damage and casualties.

    When dozens of people gathered in one place at once, the surroundings became chaotic.

    In that chaos, the first person to approach me was Ahel.

    "If I had known you were inside, I would have just waited."

    "...... The timing was just right."

    Seeing the traces of blood at the corners of his mouth, it seemed he had his own struggles outside.

    'It looks like his mana twisted when trying to break the dome.'

    His pale complexion suggested he had done his best from his position.

    I intended to express my gratitude to him, but Ahel, who came looking for me, wasn't looking at me.

    I checked where his gaze was settled, and unsurprisingly, it was on 'Severius'.

    Although my enemy, he was once Ahel's mentor.

    'I have no regrets about killing him.'

    Even if we hadn't crossed paths today, I would have killed him eventually.

    However, I understood that Ahel might feel complex emotions about it.

    So, I decided to give him some space.

    "If there's anything you need to sort out, now's a good time. The body will soon be handed over to the apostles of Finelpenia."

    "I have nothing left to say. I already spat out every curse possible on the day he decided to go."

    Ahel shrugged his shoulders in response, but I had already turned my body.

    A faint murmur came from behind me shortly after.

    "You look quite satisfied now."

    It sounded like a sneer, or perhaps bitter self-mockery.

    When I glanced back, I watched as Ahel squatted down in that spot.

    And it seemed he brushed a hand over Severius's face.

    He likely closed the eyes of Severius, who had died with his eyes wide open.

    It reminded me that, no matter where people lived, they were all the same.

    Recalling those words once again, I headed toward the school.

    Moments ago, Ethan's golden barrier, which had stood firm, had already disappeared.

    'Would it have withstood a true authority?'

    The Trait used by the Platinum-rank from Temoria and the authority used by an apostle are not entirely identical.

    Thus, when it clashed with my authority, the results could vary.

    'There might be a chance of facing Temoria.'

    It wouldn't be bad to call Greg and experiment once.

    'I should be more cautious until I've gathered enough data.'

    Improper use could harm my allies as well.

    I imprinted caution under the exhilaration of having completed my status.

    As I pushed my thoughts aside and approached the school building, Ethan was the first to greet me.

    "You're back."

    I clasped the hand he extended and embraced him tightly.

    The favor I owed him today would not be forgotten.

    "You've done well. I am truly grateful."

    "Then maybe someday K can save me instead."

    Following that, he intended to repay the favor himself.

    Just as I was about to respond to Ethan's words, I realized something.

    "Next time..."

    Every time he met me, he had spoken of a next time.

    Perhaps this was Ethan's own resolve and hope.

    "Yeah, if it means saving you, I'll do it over and over again."

    I decided to support his hope with a faint smile.

    After finishing my conversation with Ethan, I looked at those standing behind him.

    Jinwoo and Kim Yul.

    Jinwoo, perhaps due to his legs giving way, was sitting on the ground, shaking slightly.

    Kim Yul was lying on his back, his hands neatly folded over his stomach.

    Both hands present and accounted for.

    Looking at Kim Yul's arms and hands, which were intact, despite his torn and worn-out clothes and armor, I crouched down.

    "Are you alive?"

    Kim Yul, who had been laying still, sprang up and responded.

    "Yes, Platinum Rank Kim Yul, reporting alive!"

    I couldn't understand what made him so cheerful after barely surviving.

    Kim Yul even took an exaggerated saluting pose.

    'Is he trying to act like a soldier?'

    He seemed to be trying to lighten the heavy atmosphere, but I didn't want to spoil it.

    Taking a deep breath inwardly, I said,

    "At ease."

    Players, upon responding to the conscription order, become exempt from certain obligations imposed by their country.

    In Korea, military exemption is a prime example.

    "Oh."

    "If you wish to go, there's still the option of volunteering, but......"

    "Oh, please, someone of your education should know better! That was a slip of the tongue!"

    Kim Yul, being as friendly as always, made my chest feel tight.

    However, I didn't want to show it.

    So, I roughly messed up Kim Yul's hair and said, trying to keep my voice ordinary,

    "Thank you so much."

    "Oh, come now, between us. In the end, everyone is safe, it turned out well! And look, I'm in one piece!"

    The bold young man looked at me cautiously and muttered.

    "And that's a holy water, isn't it... sorry for making you use it."

    I decided to act as if I didn't hear that.

    Acknowledging Kim Yul, who had rushed over to this place as soon as he assessed the situation, was my best way of thanking him.

    'Moreover, I was in a panic at that time.'

    I didn't even think to receive calls meant for me.

    In contrast, Kim Yul handled everything more rationally than I did.

    After messing his hair a bit more, I turned my gaze to Jinwoo.

    "You too."

    "Huh?"

    And I said, patting Jinwoo on the head as well.

    "Thanks for buying time."

    If Jinwoo hadn't intervened, Kim Yul would have been dead when I arrived.

    Knowing this fact better than anyone, I was grateful to Jinwoo as well.

    If Kim Yul had died during this incident, it would have been a burden I would carry for a long time.

    And I wouldn't have forgiven myself easily.

    More importantly, we managed to keep a crucial asset that would immensely help in this war.

    Stepping up and facing fear would not have been easy.

    Not because he's my brother, but I genuinely think he did an amazing job.

    "Well done."

    Jinwoo nodded, looking downwards with a somewhat complex expression.

    I didn't know what he was thinking, but I decided to wrap up the situation first.

    "Wait here, I'll bring Yeonwoo."

    "Okay..."

    Leaving the three behind, I entered the classroom where an entire section of the wall had been completely destroyed.

    The desks and chairs were a mess.

    Despite having a proper door, there was a gaping hole in the wall.

    Beyond it, the children were huddled together.

    Most of them had tear tracks yet to dry, their hair was disheveled, and their clothes were either crumpled or dirty with dust.

    These small details made the chaos of today more vividly evident than the ravaged building or the corpses of monsters.

    I swallowed a sigh and turned my gaze.

    Finding Yeonwoo among the kids wasn't particularly difficult.

    Amidst all the kids, Yeonwoo looked especially pale and was trembling noticeably.

    "O-Ora-bang..."

    The moment she saw me, she began crying miserably.

    And before long, she dropped into unconsciousness like a stringless puppet.

    She wasn't usually someone to collapse like this.

    'She figured it out.'

    She must have realized that this attack was targeted at them.

    She must have experienced immense psychological pressure, given she hadn't even attempted to use the artifact I had given her and was holding it tightly in her hands.

    I sighed softly and gently picked up the sleeping Yeonwoo.

    I heard whispers from the children gathered in the corridor.

    Thinking there was no benefit in staying longer, I was about to step away when a small voice stopped me.

    "Hyeonwoo oppa..."

    Turning my head, I saw a familiar face amidst the children.

    "Sung-ah."

    A friend who had been close with Yeonwoo since elementary school.

    I remembered seeing her face occasionally thanks to that.

    "It's been a while."

    "Y-Yes. How is Yeonwoo..."

    Sung-ah, who was clutching a familiar bag to her chest, hesitantly inquired about Yeonwoo's condition.

    "She's just sleeping. Are you hurt anywhere?"

    "Kim Yul, I mean, since the hunt finished quickly, only one came up, so, I mean, we didn't suffer much damage. But Yeonwoo... the school..."

    The intent behind her question wasn't hard to grasp.

    And there was only one answer I could give.

    "It would probably be hard for her to continue attending."

    With her identity exposed, there's a risk of assassination, and today's event might happen again.

    'This time, it seems only player casualties occurred.'

    Next time, innocent civilian casualties might happen.

    She must refrain from regularly staying at specific places for long.

    "You can reach out later; I don't intend to meddle in your personal calls."

    "Yes..."

    Sung-ah nodded, surprisingly calmly.

    And she handed over Yeonwoo's bag.

    "I packed her stuff roughly since there wasn't any movement at all..."

    "Thank you. The association's follow-up team has arrived, so just follow their guidance. There's a basic counseling program, I'll make sure they pay attention, so don't skip it."

    "Yes... and, um, thank you very much. I, I'm rooting for you and the players a lot too."

    I ruffled Sung-ah's hair as she shyly bowed her head, and I calmly said.

    "No need to worry, so don't slack off in your studies."

    Only then did Sung-ah, who looked as pale as Yeonwoo, manage a slight smile.

    At that moment, I knew.

    This child's smiling face would spur me on again in the future, anchoring my thoughts.

    'It will remind me of my position and reaffirm my duty.'

    Though not entirely welcome, it didn't feel entirely cumbersome either.

    The weight settling on my shoulders felt like it kept me grounded instead of swaying aimlessly.

    Breathing in to get accustomed to the somewhat suffocating weight for a moment, I left, memorizing Sung-ah's face.

    Glancing at the familiar schoolyard, I couldn't help but chuckle.

    'Why is it that among the Kang siblings, none of us graduates from here properly?'

    Thinking silly thoughts naturally led to a silly laugh.

    I lightly shook my head and left the school.

    The sudden attack that had started out of nowhere reached its end just like that.

    * * *

    After the school situation was settled, I burned all the black roots spread across downtown Seoul.

    Those struck by destructive thunders could no longer regenerate and turned to ashes.

    Thanks to that, Korea became the first to be free from the threat of the black roots.

    Requests for assistance started pouring in from around the world, and I began coordinating schedules related to that.

    'Of course, there's a matter to handle first.'

    First things first: recalling events in sequence and sorting out the facts.

    'Since I achieved divinity.'

    The first thing I experienced upon realizing divinity was being expelled from the material realm.

    It meant I fell to a place where the principles of causality didn't apply.

    There was an existence waiting for me in a place devoid of anything encompassed by causality.

    《System Message》

    Congratulations, Kang Hyeonwoo!

    You've finally achieved status!

    For the first time since the character was regenerated, the system showed up.

    Unfortunately, as I once wished, I didn't get to punch it in the face.

    With my siblings being attacked at that moment, I didn't have the luxury for such thoughts.

    So, I grilled the system instead.

    The system, in turn, provided a method to manifest in the material realm, instead of wasting time.

    And it handed me a book.

    《System Message》

    I may not have much free time for a while, so if you have questions, please refer to this.

    The title of the book was quite something.

    「What It Means to Live as a God」

    At the unpleasant feeling upon seeing the title, I felt like tossing the book away, But as soon as I returned home, I thoroughly read through it.

    Thanks to that, I gained a lot of information I hadn't known before.

    'According to this, a being who achieved divinity faces significant resistance when interfering with the material realm.'

    This fact aligns with what I previously knew.

    Gods must pay significant costs to have a physical form and presence in the material realm.

    But I, only I am free from that restriction.
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    'There's still a human body to consider.'

    The physical form of a 27-year-old man known by the name Kang Hyunwoo.

    My body had the potential to live several more decades in the material realm.

    This was something guaranteed by causality the moment I was born as a human.

    Though I could still be threatened by various diseases and accidents.

    In my usual daily life, the chance of my body falling ill or being injured was nearly nonexistent.

    As long as this game was operational, the new divinity I had achieved was sustained as my attribute.

    'Without battles, only the aging process would remain.'

    With a player's attribute, the risk of disease or accidental death was nonexistent.

    If I was to meet my end, it would only be on the battlefield.

    In contrast, original gods like the system or other Biharin gods lacked a physical form in the material realm like mine.

    'The system, derived from the origin, must have never existed physically.'

    Biharin gods might have crumbled while accumulating their status.

    They amassed vast statuses, requiring immense periods.

    A biological body capable of enduring such prolonged time spans doesn't exist under the laws of causality.

    Therefore, they're immediately restricted by causality when they manifest.

    'Unlike me, who retains a body integrated with causality.'

    All this was possible because I accumulated my status through an unconventional route.

    You could call it a sort of bug.

    Thanks to this, although I had become a god, I could stay in the material realm without any cost.

    And having confirmed there were no particular issues at my manifestation stage.

    I then faced a new problem.

    To solve this issue, I gathered some people and briefly explained the situation.

    "So, um, let me get this straight... You became... a god? And now you need followers who believe in you, hyung?"

    Nodding at Kim Yul's question, which was laden with confusion, I glanced at the gathered individuals as they added their thoughts one by one.

    "I apologize, but I already wholeheartedly serve someone..."

    "What? Are you saying we can't have existing religions? What should I do? I'm Buddhist... this is complicated."

    "I'm Catholic... does this mean I need to change my religion?"

    "Does it really work like that if you just decide to believe?"

    "Well, believing in itself wouldn't be hard... although, I'm not certain. Previously, after being thrown away by Meferoseta, I went over to Karlos."

    "I don't follow any religion. I can become Hyunwoo... Hyunwoo... sir's, eh, follower... can become a follower... but I've never practiced a religion. What does it mean to believe in a god?"

    "......"

    One after another, Jordan, Yang Taeho, Ethan, Kim Yul, Gilenios, Yang Hyewon, and Rashar voiced their various responses. Despite their differing words and reactions, the commonality was that they were perplexed by the situation.

    Frankly, even I, who brought everyone together, wasn't at ease.

    If I was to distinguish my feelings, it leaned more toward awkwardness than confusion.

    Faced with them, I had to gather followers.

    The reason for needing followers was abundantly clear.

    'They're the source of a god's power.'

    The faith of the followers turned into divinity, which was then absorbed by the god.

    When I first read this, my mind went blank, overwhelmed with how burdensome the task sounded.

    'I harbored a slight aversion, too.'

    Having grown up hearing about the damages wrought by cults.

    Being well aware of corrupt figures even within mainstream religions.

    Honestly, I'm not the type to expend energy believing in intangible entities.

    That's why incorporating religion into my life was something I never considered.

    'Besides, I possess the Seize function.'

    Apart from gathering followers, there existed a way to secure divinity through this function.

    Although I pondered on not gathering followers, relying solely on the Seize function felt too precarious.

    'Should I fail to hunt other gods?'

    Should the divinity held by those I hunted be insufficient?

    'The more battles I engage in, the more I'll deplete my energy source.'

    Not being able to properly utilize the Authority due to lack of divinity was the worst-case scenario of all.

    'Preparation is necessary.'

    Promotion, or rather, evangelizing, was clearly essential.

    Knowing this logically, I gathered four people to explain my intentions.

    "...... Phew."

    Attempting to articulate further, I was overcome by a deep sense of emptiness and sighed heavily.

    'What should I do to find people who will genuinely revere me as a god?'

    Roam around like some lunatic from a documentary, proclaiming belief in me would bring salvation?

    '... That's horrifying.'

    I thought biting my tongue and dying was preferable.

    'I've really outdone myself here.'

    I never imagined I'd experience creating a religion during my lifetime.

    My situation truly felt like being enveloped in complete darkness.

    'The contents must be accurate since it was relayed directly by the system.'

    The system itself must also be securing divinity in such a manner.

    'It is the original god of Earth, the solitary god of our planet.'

    Including all the denominations, such as Catholicism and the Anglican Order, would amount to billions of followers.

    I couldn't begin to fathom the scale of divinity amassed through their faith.

    It was an immense amount beyond any estimation, surely aiding in Earth's preservation and maintaining the game.

    'Biharin gods tethered the Biharin for this very reason.'

    The absence of followers would eliminate all means of gathering divinity.

    Divinity is essential for perpetuating wars.

    Thus, it was inevitable they had to anchor those who would worship and believe in them.

    These thoughts perfectly placed the last puzzle piece of the long-held mystery into its rightful spot.

    Despite this newfound clarity, immediate obscurity persisted.

    However, I had to find some solution.

    'I can't remain fixated on this problem forever.'

    The lingering black vines needed to be dealt with.

    Utilizing my authority, Destructive Thunder, was the one way to irreparably destroy them.

    Whether by personally traveling worldwide or selecting apostles to receive my power and dispatching them, that was the plan.

    The issue lay with selecting these apostles.

    'They must be chosen from those who believe in me...'

    The long contemplation led back to the starting point.

    'A follower who believes in me is necessary.'

    As I let out another prolonged sigh.

    "Um..."

    Rashar, who had been silent, raised her hand and asked.

    "I was just asking since I didn't quite understand; Only those who believe in you are present here, correct?"

    Initially, I didn't catch the meaning behind her words.

    "So, um... what I mean is, what exactly constitutes the belief you desire?"

    With Rashar's subsequent words, I realized I had misunderstood something.

    "If you recall, I was raised as a follower of Finelpenia due to family influence."

    However, later, she became an apostle for Palao.

    "But even then, I didn't exclusively believe in Palao's doctrine."

    The teaching that Finelpenia would bestow rewards for a diligent life was another belief Rashar naturally upheld.

    "Additionally, I also believed in Temoria's teaching that enduring and persevering would earn the sweet fruits of accomplishment, as well as Agnotia's teaching that the lies and hypocrisy of the fallen would inevitably be exposed... I hold all these beliefs deeply."

    In Biharin, no one forces the belief in a single god alone.

    Among the seven gods, a particular favorite might be devotedly worshiped.

    Even priests and holy knights acknowledge the existence of all seven gods.

    The seven gods utilized each other's existence to build a more robust faith:

    'Witnessing the miracles of a different god might strengthen a believer's faith in their chosen god.'

    Believing they might experience such miracles someday.

    The world of Biharin had irrevocably proven the existence of gods.

    "Hence, even with differing religions, I think it poses no substantial issue in becoming your follower. As I pointed out, everyone gathered here trusts you."

    Yet, she questioned why none of them were acknowledged as followers.

    "When founding a new order, there's usually a doctrine for belief and adherence."

    After a short pause, Rashar carefully opened her mouth again.

    "So tell us, what exactly should we believe about you?"

    It struck directly at the core of my overwhelming issue.

    What should they believe about me?

    I stood with my arms crossed, fidgeting with my fingers before opening the stats window.

    Kang Hyunwoo - Out of Standard

    Divine Name: God of Battle

    Authority: Destructive Thunder (壞雷)

    Believers: 1

    「View Player Information」

    Much had changed in the status window.

    The lengthy information, hard to capture all at once, was pushed to other pages.

    To view magic magics I've learned before, my Reputation, and Achievements, you now access player information separately.

    The first page's empty spaces were filled with simple data, and from those straightforward details, I pressed the field marked as Divine Name.

    A rather long explanation appeared then,

    「Your tale of pioneering the battlefield is also the history of relentless struggle and miraculous victories......(truncated).」

    However, amidst this lengthy explanation, one phrase distinctly caught my attention.

    「......as long as the battlefield exists, you will fight as always, ultimately seizing another miraculous victory.」

    "Ah."

    I remembered Kerax's words, who was tallied as my sole follower.

    'Hence, you will accomplish what I could not, he said....'

    Realizing my approach was wrong from the start.

    I didn't need someone who would solely deify me.

    "Victory."

    "Pardon?"

    "...... What I need is a group believing I can surely win this war."

    Upon vocalizing my realization, the people gathered around exchanged knowing glances.

    "Well, you know..."

    "Certainly, if it's you, hyung..."

    "Hasn't everyone here thought about this at least once?"

    "True enough. If not Hyunwoo, then who would?"

    It wasn't difficult to validate the accuracy of my sudden insight.

    「An entity worshipping you is verified.」

    「An entity worshipping you is verified.」

    「An entity worshipping you is verified.」

    .......

    Because the system messages were refreshing.

    Relating to achievements, a specific condition or action sparked strong belief.

    That was the condition for securing divinity.

    I distinctly felt the flow of divinity entering.

    'It's a miniscule amount, but it certainly is increasing.'

    Drop by drop, like water trickling into a drying reservoir.

    I opened my eyes after exhaling softly, catching Rashar's gaze directly in front of me.

    How long did I gaze into those ordinary grey eyes devoid of any leftover golden glimmers?

    Something non-visible was felt.

    '...... It's that.'

    More than seeing it, saying felt it would be accurate.

    I discerned the magnitude, the extent of belief held towards me.

    Not only Rashar but all the believers in that place were perceptible to me.

    A truly uncanny perception.

    The sensation dispersed as I, startled, sharply inhaled.

    Yet, my perception remained precise.

    It revealed to me that Rashar possessed the strongest faith at this gathering.

    She sincerely believed I would end the war.

    'Not sure what led to that change of heart.'

    Thanks to Rashar, this dilemma was resolved, and I intended to thank her.

    "Then make me an apostle!"

    Before I could even articulate, Gilenios sprang up, shouting.

    His timing robbed me of my chance.

    I furrowed my brow, glancing sidelong at Gilenios.

    'His faith was the smallest.'

    The noisiest one was the one with the least amount of faith.

    "Tsk."

    However, selecting apostles was necessary.

    To quickly resolve the black vines, having more hands would be beneficial.

    I started skimming a book to find the pertinent section.
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    When appointing an apostle, what mattered was the magnitude of status and the amount of divinity.

    "At my current level, three is the limit."

    I had to exclude the tank line from the candidates.

    Given their fighting style, if worse came to worst, they would likely remain to protect others rather than jump into the frontline.

    To make the most efficient use of authority, it was fitting to exclude the combat units that could get stuck.

    Aside from that, I considered other gods' apostles as candidates.

    Most would be adept at using authority.

    If I had to choose a group that could utilize my authority best, they naturally took priority.

    However, to be honest, I couldn't trust any of them enough to share my authority.

    Gretman's case was the only exception where I deemed him favorable enough to offer the position.

    - Don't get your hopes up. My body and soul exist solely for the Goddess.

    He firmly declined the apostle position and hung up.

    'What's so special about a god that doesn't even exist anymore?'

    I decided to give up cleanly, as I had no intention of begging someone who didn't want to become an apostle.

    After considering various conditions, I selected the candidates.

    After much contemplation, I finally decided on three.

    "Kim Yul, Rashar, and Lily."

    The party I led.

    The guild I founded and nurtured.

    And the player group to which I belonged.

    I chose those I could trust most, expanding from small units to larger organizations.

    The process of granting them authority was simple.

    All I had to do was transfer my status.

    The real challenge lay in teaching them how to use the authority.

    "No, not that way!"

    Kim Yul misused his authority, and the thunder fell in the wrong area.

    Thankfully, we were in a secluded mountain area due to Ahel's teleportation magic. Otherwise, if this had happened in the city, an unfortunate building or apartment might have been pulverized.

    "At this rate, it's difficult to deploy them in real combat."

    The places currently occupied by the black vine were the capitals of each nation.

    Lily, who became an apostle after swiftly returning to Korea last night, was in a similar situation.

    After experiencing failures akin to Kim Yul's, she glanced at me.

    "... Can I try again?"

    I nodded to indicate my permission, as I was there to coach them.

    Only an hour had passed since practice started.

    It would take quite some time for them to become accustomed.

    Instead of hastening them, I focused on keeping my expression neutral.

    After all, every time they used the authority, my divinity was consumed.

    "... I'll have to work hard."

    On the bright side, Rashar was quickly achieving results.

    "Experience is not something to overlook, is it?"

    Was it because of her past as Palao's apostle?

    She managed to handle the authority with minimal trial and error.

    Of course, it wasn't easy.

    Seeing her sweating and breathing heavily indicated that.

    I approached Rashar, who had plopped down on the bare dirt ground.

    "Is it that hard?"

    Rashar began to answer but hesitated, biting her lip in thought.

    Then, after repeatedly wavering like someone untangling words, she whispered tiredly.

    "A runaway horse...?"

    After a short pause, Rashar provided a more detailed explanation.

    "To me, your authority has a very intense will. It feels like you want to annihilate the enemy. Like a king who won't forgive rebellion... slightly arrogant and overbearing."

    Initially, it seemed she was slyly criticizing me.

    But as I listened, it sounded like she was genuinely expressing what she felt.

    "So, someone like me, without that intense will, finds it hard to handle."

    Indeed, Kim Yul and Lily said something similar.

    They compared it to riding a fierce, untamed beast.

    "How was it when you used Palao's authority?"

    "... I always felt cautious, as if sneaking in to steal. It felt like I was peeking at something forbidden. Whenever I used her authority, I had to hold my breath and stay tense."

    I had an inkling of the difference.

    I tried to recall Palao, whom I had met only once.

    "Come to think of it, I never used her authority even once."

    I had tried most authorities at least once.

    Palao's and Senoa's authorities were ones I've never used directly.

    "Perhaps it's similar to how Meferoseta's authority felt."

    While I was lost in solo contemplation, a message window refreshed.

    「An entity worshipping you is verified.」

    ...

    The number of believers increased. This wasn't the first time.

    Scrolling down the message window, there were thousands of similar messages.

    In the past day or two, my followers had multiplied unimaginably.

    "Already 10,000..."

    The priests of the Order of Palao, including Jordan, had achieved this.

    "Given the situation, it seems crucial to have clear conditions and faith..."

    "Please leave this issue to us. We are a religious group with a long history."

    "If expanding our forces will aid K, we will gladly assist."

    They pledged confidence beyond my expectations.

    If this momentum continued, it would be a tremendous help in gathering divinity.

    "Once the practice ends..."

    While I was reviewing the messages with satisfaction, Rashar's voice reached me.

    Looking down, I saw her still sitting on the ground.

    She had reverted to her natural gray eyes, only to regain golden ones upon becoming my apostle.

    I waited for her to continue.

    But Rashar hesitated to speak further.

    "Do you have something to say?"

    In the end, when waiting turned to impatience, I asked first.

    I regretted it immediately, feeling as if I was rushing her.

    "An apology..."

    Fortunately, Rashar managed to speak up with difficulty.

    "I wanted to apologize."

    "Apologize?"

    "It wasn't that I didn't trust you. I was just swept up in my emotions..."

    "Ah."

    Referring to the conversation we had at Jamsil World, I see.

    "My desire that you wouldn't be hurt and struggle led me to justify myself instead of respecting your choices."

    "..."

    "It wasn't out of distrust. Explaining it... No, never mind. Saying this is merely an excuse."

    While talking, Rashar looked up and asked.

    "Will you leave immediately after practice?"

    I had no intention of lying.

    "Yes."

    Just as Rashar guessed, once they became accustomed to using authority, I would leave Earth immediately.

    "Originally, I planned to help eliminate the black vine too."

    However, the situation didn't allow it.

    Since last night, an additional offensive had begun.

    It seemed a massive battle was brewing again as the legion crossed over.

    "That's not all."

    The lower-tier Holes had dramatically increased.

    "Must be Karklein's authority."

    Before the damage worsened, I had to eliminate him.

    "I will leave the task of plugging the breached holes to others."

    I must prevent Karklein from creating more Holes.

    That was what I could do, something only I could achieve.

    To say I wasn't worried about Earth after I left would be a lie.

    But it was unacceptable to let personal emotions overturn the best strategy.

    "Surely this will be a dangerous path."

    I neither confirmed nor denied Rashar's further remarks.

    I had no precise information to provide an answer.

    This was my first time hunting the irregulars.

    Interpreting my silence in her way, Rashar spoke again, with a steadier voice than before.

    "I won't deceive you again by saying it's for your sake."

    "..."

    "So please, return safely."

    She spoke firmly, looking straight into my eyes.

    But I could sense her faith was shaken.

    So instead of suppressing the impulsive words that arose, I spoke.

    "Trust me. You won't be disappointed."

    That short assurance quelled Rashar's wavering.

    Seeing the reinforced belief in her, my chest felt tightly bound.

    It wasn't just Rashar; everyone present placed their trust in me.

    And somewhere unknown to me, continuously.

    「An entity worshipping you is verified.」

    ...

    The number of people believing in me is increasing.

    Could their emotions or minds be contained in the divinity flowing to me?

    Today, their faith felt particularly heavy.

    "No, it's not just heavy..."

    Realizing my deep desire to respond to all that faith contributed greatly.

    Catching my breath, I watched Rashar stand up after dusting off her seat.

    "Then I'll help you leave soon."

    Following her words, she went to assist Lily with her practice.

    Watching Rashar's retreating figure for a moment, I laughed slightly and followed her.

    "I can't just laze around either."

    The quicker they finished practicing, the sooner I could leave with peace of mind.

    * * *

    The book provided by the Damned System contained a wealth of information.

    'Entities the System call irregulars.'

    Previously, the System's explanation had been incomprehensible.

    "Corrupted gods, who, due to the destruction of their affiliated world, must artificially absorb lives from other worlds to maintain their existence."

    That's the identity of what the System calls irregulars.

    "These beings no longer retain a normal consciousness."

    Only the instinct to survive remains for those who have lost their origin.

    "I heard that the existence of gods ceases the moment they run out of divinity..."

    It seems like some penalty that befalls those who achieve status.

    In my case, if my status disappears, I will merely return to being human.

    But for other gods, avoiding extinction means securing divinity somehow.

    'But...'

    After the world's destruction, there's no one left to believe in their history and achievements.

    'Divinity can only be obtained from material beings belonging to the same world.'

    Irregulars lack a normal way of procuring divinity.

    'So they sustain themselves by devouring gods or beings from other worlds.'

    In a way, the corrupted divinity is strength absorbed from others.

    Agnotia was able to utilize that strength...

    'Bihar was intact, yet she had consumed something.'

    Perhaps she realized Karlos's intentions early and sought her survival ahead of others.

    'Honestly, the reason doesn't matter.'

    Since Karlos desires extinction, the remaining ones have a predestined end: corruption.

    Therefore, for future peace, hunting them is warranted.

    'The primary target is Karklein.'

    If circumstances and time allow, I might hunt the other remaining five gods in Bihar.

    Recalling the mission's objective, I muttered softly.

    "Gilenios."

    Suddenly, out of nowhere, Gilenios appeared.

    He looked like an animal being led to slaughter.

    "Do you really have to take me?"

    He expressed his reluctance to go with not only his expression but his entire body.

    But did I care to listen?

    "How vast is Bihar?"

    There was no guarantee I could catch Karklein on the first try, and I couldn't leave my dedicated transport behind.

    His authority was challenging to wield unless one achieved a certain degree of status.

    Thus, leaving him would contribute little to the war.

    "This time, there should be no need to abandon or slaughter the Biharin, so the chance of conflict with him is nonexistent."

    Therefore, there was no reason to leave him.

    Ignoring Gilenios's grumbling, I performed the final check on my gear.

    Then, I grasped the bracelet.

    It was the bracelet I had seized from Lawyer Jung Jiyun.

    "It must be capable of signaling Karklein somehow."

    Plan A was to hunt him by traversing the space when he showed up.

    "If he didn't appear because he discerned that I used it."

    Then I would take Gilenios through a nearby Hole, cross over, and find him.

    Having concluded the final plan check, I spoke.

    "Prepare."

    Immediately after I uttered those words, the gem on the bracelet in my hand crumbled to pieces.

    It was my first time hunting a god, but.

    "I will succeed."

    As long as the battlefield exists, I will fight, and at the end of that fight, I will seize another miraculous victory.

    Reflecting on the meaning of my signal, I caught my breath.

    Seconds later, ripples began in the empty space.
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    Kim Yul recalled the parting words Hyunwoo left behind and let out a dry laugh.

    "To go hunt a god, he said."

    If anyone else had said that, they would have just been dismissed as a crazy person.

    Fortunately or unfortunately, the one who uttered such outrageous words was Hyunwoo.

    So, even though it sounded absurd, all they could do was believe in him for now.

    Even if his absence meant shouldering a lot of burdens.

    "I have to endure it."

    Everyone who followed Hyunwoo had decided to cooperate with all events that might occur during his absence.

    Of course, it didn't seem like it was going to be easy.

    "It's only been ten days."

    During that time, Kim Yul and the remaining players on Earth had been overwhelmingly busy.

    It took a week to burn and eradicate the black vines that appeared worldwide.

    Even after that task was completed, there was no time to rest.

    The frequency of Hole appearances had increased nearly fourfold, leaving no room to breathe.

    Moreover, more than half of the players registered with the associations of various countries were drafted into major war areas.

    Even now, they were likely shedding blood and sweat on massive battlefields, rather than in their home countries.

    In Kim Yul's case, it was the former, and for Yang Taeho, it was the latter.

    Yang Taeho was in a position to stay in Korea if he wished.

    The number of Platinum ranks had increased considerably, making it enough to meet the association's draft requirements and ranks.

    However, Yang Taeho volunteered to deploy to Mongolia.

    That was due to the large presence of mages in the front line formed there.

    Given the new variable called 'breaking through', the trait of Temoria was essential to protect the players.

    "The old man probably knew that and volunteered willingly."

    Busy and chaotic times indeed.

    Kim Yul, too, had just returned from closing a Hole.

    With nearly ten days without proper rest, he was reaching his limits in terms of endurance.

    Kim Yul, back home, sat on the edge of his bed with his smartphone.

    He had heard some unbelievable news from the guild earlier on his way back home.

    "A rumor that I died?"

    The cause of the rumor was straightforward.

    A video filmed during the attack on Seocho High School had been circulated.

    As a result, many people saw the severe injuries Kim Yul sustained, making it seem he was beyond recovery.

    "What's with an unedited video floating around, how embarrassing."

    Although the National Intelligence Service intervened to delete the video and investigate the distributor, they couldn't stop the rumor that Kim Yul had died from spreading rapidly across social media.

    Having been unable to engage in SNS activities due to the assault incident, the rumor spread even faster.

    The news of the 'Platinum rank's' death, who was thought to remain in Korea, caused quite a stir.

    Calls and emails flooded the guild, trying to verify Kim Yul's status of life or death.

    This made it impossible to proceed with normal business at the guild, so they conveyed the news to Kim Yul and sought his help.

    "Sigh, why call a living person dead?"

    Closing Holes alone was overwhelming, and now he had to worry about other things too.

    He found himself resenting the original distributor of the rumor.

    "Who could even think of filming during that chaos?"

    It was hard to say whether one should be impressed or exasperated by that.

    Kim Yul shook his head in disbelief as he manipulated the app.

    Soon, the broadcast began.

    Perhaps because he connected as soon as the live notification popped up, the number of viewers increased rapidly.

    Watching the numbers rise, Kim Yul opened his mouth with a feeling of injustice.

    "I'm alive!"

    In response, the chat window started buzzing quickly.

    - Yulyayulya

    - Thank goodness it was all nonsense.

    - I was really worried, thinking Yul was gone.

    - Those who write articles without fact-checking should be punished.

    - I'm avoiding all media that exaggerated this incident.

    - Yul, t_T, I didn't know you were hurt so badly T_T

    - Your arm seems fine.

    - Pity, should've just died.

    - Damn jerks, such stress.

    - You die instead.

    - Can annoying people like those die instead of healthy ones?

    - Yul, are you okay now? T_T

    - The picture really broke my heart.......

    - Are your eyes yellow? Did you use an authority?

    Once enough viewers gathered, Kim Yul spoke again.

    "You guys are so mean, calling someone alive dead."

    Some people worriedly asked what happened.

    Others mockingly questioned what kind of trick he pulled to be alright.

    Though different in kind, the viewers were simply curious.

    He didn't plan to explain every part, but Kim Yul simply replied, wiping his face.

    "Hyunwoo hyung came just in time to save me."

    On hearing his words, some began to chatter with a shared sentiment.

    - Why did that guy come so late?

    - Seems so irresponsible.

    - He nearly got all the students at that school killed.

    - Even if he had been the first to arrive, it still wouldn't be forgiven.

    - Come to think of it, Kang Hyunwoo seems to have sociopathic tendencies.

    - Really annoying. Why does he push dangerous tasks onto Yul?

    - And now he's gone again.

    - Did he run away scared?

    They pretended to care for Kim Yul, while belittling and slandering Hyunwoo.

    Briefly observing the malicious words, Kim Yul's gaze gradually changed.

    The warm smile that once resembled a puppy vanished, replaced by a cold expression that the public had never seen before.

    What could have the unkind commenters felt during the ensuing long silence?

    Those spewing vile comments hesitated.

    But that lasted only for a moment.

    "I've heard that ignorance breeds boldness, and you're exactly like that."

    The moment Kim Yul broke his silence, they erupted into a frenzy.

    They reacted as if they were betrayed.

    But Kim Yul's expression didn't change.

    Unlike his usual demeanor, where he would smile agreeably at impolite words, he seemed different.

    Those who seized on his words accused him of pretending all this time, and of spreading falsehoods, regardless of the facts.

    Seeing all that, Kim Yul chuckled and said.

    "You may not know this, but I'm aware that you can talk nonsense like that because of Hyunwoo hyung."

    When the players first awakened, at a time when they only moved in party units.

    It was Hyunwoo who gathered the strong among them to form a force of influence.

    The association that could control the players was built on that gathering.

    Later, rejecting clans that amassed power through discrimination and crime was also Hyunwoo's doing.

    It was widely known that the association began to control the players because they backed such actions of Hyunwoo.

    As a result, clans and players who should not have power collapsed, and instead, those who knew at least the bare minimum of morality grew to wield power.

    'That's not all.'

    The association thus established prepared the groundwork for players to stand on Earth.

    Guildmasters, who understood concessions for the greater good over personal greed, silently accepted the leash put on them by the state and association.

    Thanks to the minimized chaos, the society quickly adapted to the wartime system.

    Successfully fending off the continuous invasion of enemies was thanks to that, without exaggeration.

    'Of course, Hyunwoo hyung wasn't involved in everything.'

    But it was clear he led the major flow.

    Thus, he was more certain than anyone.

    "If it wasn't for hyung, we wouldn't have even survived till now."

    Following his instructions and acting according to his will, the belief was that this war would surely end in victory.

    "I'd believe hyung even if he became an order leader."

    Though impulsively said, it was the truth.

    "From now on, my religion is K-ism, K-ism. Hahaha, it suits perfectly, doesn't it, K-ism!"

    Behind his cheerful laughter, insults and slanders overflowed, but they didn't register.

    Since this belief wasn't unique to Kim Yul alone.

    Everyone who observed Hyunwoo for a long time would share a similar sentiment.

    'So, everyone became Hyunwoo hyung's followers.'

    Kim Yul turned his eyes away from the loud chat room.

    And lying back on his bed, he whispered.

    "Yes, I believe."

    Perhaps even with the Platinum rank's body, enduring the accumulated fatigue was too much?

    As soon as he lay his body on the soft bedding, drowsiness overwhelmed him.

    Succumbing to sleepiness, Kim Yul mumbled.

    "So please come back soon, at this rate we might all die of overwork......"

    The news from the god he decided to believe in came after a longer time than expected.

    * * *

    "Relief supplies! Get your relief supplies!"

    "Move aside!"

    "Emergency, it's an emergency!"

    "Lord Jesus watches over us!"

    "Fear not death! It is merely a process to reach Eden!"

    "Move it! Aren't you trying to save people first?!"

    Tanta, a city north of Cairo, the capital of Egypt.

    It was so crowded that it was hard to even take a step there now.

    The reason so many people gathered in one place was simple.

    Five days ago, Alexandria in northern Egypt was annihilated, with all infrastructure burnt and gone.

    The fleeing refugees made their way to Tanta.

    It wasn't such an unusual event these days.

    By now, months after the year had turned, there were barely more than ten nations maintaining their original territories and infrastructure at 100%.

    Egypt wasn't among those ten.

    Unfortunately, the tragedy befalling Egypt didn't end there.

    "A H-Hole!"

    "Run!"

    A new Hole appeared amid the refugees gathered for relief supplies.

    It was even an acute Hole, bursting just a few seconds after forming.

    A general-rank emerged from the blackened white bead and the black smoke spreading in all directions.

    It took just 1-2 minutes for the area to descend into chaos.

    People, who began to flee in every direction without any order, stumbled and trampled one another.

    And those who were unable to get back on their feet became yet another obstacle, toppling others who followed, leading to further trampling.

    Crushing accidents occurred all around, but no one paid attention.

    Everyone was too consumed with fleeing to save their own lives.

    Amidst this, as everyone focused on running away from the Hole.

    "Move quickly!"

    There were those who ran towards the general-rank instead.

    They were players of the clan 'Starfield', which was based in Tanta.

    Numbering about 200, they weren't many in number.

    However, they were quite experienced, being responsible for dealing with Holes occurring around Tanta.

    Though in the current situation, that experience would shine only so much.

    'Recently, most of the team members have been trying to manage the influx of refugees.'

    There weren't enough members available for combat.

    But running away was not an option, especially in their hometown city.

    Clan leader User, who led his members hurriedly to the site, gritted his teeth.

    "Damn it......."

    Behind the six general-ranks, who stood motionless in a now-empty place, the white bead slowly turned darker.

    Sending monsters of general-rank or higher through an acute Hole to protect the next Hole until it opens.

    It was now a commonplace enemy invasion tactic.

    'This is bad.'

    The Gold rank players present at that site numbered three, including User.

    Though there were over a dozen Silver rank players, it was difficult for them to face a general-rank.

    'During a hunt for a general-rank, silver rank players are merely supporters.'

    Without Gold rank players, they couldn't compete against a general-rank's physical abilities.

    Everyone at the site knew that.

    Hence, no one dared to be the first to rush in, leading to a standoff.

    'Suppose we manage to confront the general-rank.'

    Then what? Is there confidence to enter the corrupted area and close the Hole?

    'The number of creatures inside won't be insignificant.'

    Such staggered invasions often lead to a second Hole spewing monsters en masse.

    While these might mostly be ordinary monsters, barely more than meat shields rather than Evolved Species.

    Their overwhelming numbers often led to the annihilation of players on site.

    Once the on-site players perished, a legion of Evolved Species would begin to breach.

    If one were to enter the corrupted area before the Hole opened, one would have to face those numerous monsters head-on.

    Objectively, it was unlikely that the gathered forces at that site could handle the situation.

    And yet, despite their hesitation, they didn't choose to flee. The reason was simple.

    'Damn it, this is near Cairo!'

    If legion-class monsters established a foothold here, Cairo, the capital of Egypt, would not remain unscathed.

    The city had a dense population of nearly 20 million.

    So, there was no other choice.

    "Daaamn! Gold rankers, step forward!"

    Even if it meant dying, they had to enter and buy time to prevent the Hole from opening.

    If players entered the interior, the Hole wouldn't open until all of them were dead.

    Since the day User awakened as a player, he had resolved to dedicate himself to his family.

    Therefore, he prepared for death as he charged at the general-ranks.

    The fierce battle ended only after one Gold rank and six Silver ranks had died.

    "Gasp, gasp!"

    User, barely having butchered the six generals, let out heavy breaths.

    "Clan leader!"

    Support troops finally began arriving.

    Only after securing the evacuation of refugees out of harm's way.

    While he wished to yell at them for being late, he found solace that they came at all.

    Though, ultimately, they might all meet their demise here today regardless.

    "Refill your mana!"

    User, with a grave expression, ordered his forces to reorganize and regroup.

    The plan was to endure by stalling as long as possible, then enter before the Hole burst, hoping for reinforcements from the association.

    Currently, recharging lost mana was their utmost priority.

    The mana expenditure had been significant, and recovery was essential.

    Just as User tilted his head slightly and swallowed a potion.

    "Freaking hell......."

    The sky was splitting open.
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    "What on earth...?"

    The sky splitting open—was the world really coming to an end?

    User swallowed dryly, gazing at the enormous rift that had appeared in the sky.

    Because of it, he clearly saw it. A massive black mass was emerging from the gap.

    "Whoa...!"

    The moment it revealed itself, it felt as though gravity had intensified.

    The effort required just to stand normally left him drenched in cold sweat.

    It wasn't just him.

    The Bronze rank members had collapsed entirely, and even the Silver rank members wobbled, unable to steady themselves.

    Those oblivious to the overwhelming presence merely found themselves bewildered.

    'What on earth is that thing?'

    Even as User felt the immense pressure, he kept his eyes fixed on the mysterious black mass.

    It was descending toward the wasteland about ten kilometers from Tanta.

    Gulp.

    The sound of someone swallowing echoed through the air.

    Perhaps it was a sound from User himself.

    Since spotting the black mass, he had been in an extreme state of tension.

    What could it be?

    Could it be a new kind of monster?

    What if its rank was greater than a nemesis-rank?

    If so, complete destruction awaited this place.

    Various concerns and thoughts tangled inside his mind.

    And finally.

    "The existing hunting team, join with the Gold ranks! We're heading there!"

    User divided his forces.

    "How much time until the Hole opens?!"

    "Judging by the pace of corrosion, we have about an hour's leeway!"

    "Wait without entering, and even if we don't return after an hour, go in just by yourselves!"

    It was an order to go to their deaths depending on the situation.

    While it was far from reassuring, he couldn't retract what he had already said.

    Leaving his distressed subordinates behind, User began to run.

    Those who had previously hunted general-rank monsters and the newly arrived Gold rank members followed him.

    Soon, User glanced up at the sky again.

    The black mass was still falling.

    Considering its size, the descent wasn't swift, perhaps suggesting the use of levitation magic.

    As he pondered the nature of the object while keeping his eyes fixed on it, he noticed something shimmer from the still-open rift in the sky.

    "Huh...?"

    Before he realized it, he had vocalized his surprise.

    Boom!

    The rift in the sky snapped back to its original state.

    Suddenly, a bolt of lightning struck from that place.

    Immediately, the slowly descending black mass vanished from view.

    Thud!

    Only after perceiving the heavy thud from the ground did he understand that the mass had plummeted to earth.

    At that moment, everyone had to stop in their tracks.

    Crackle-!

    In the distance, an enormous golden light was rising.

    It soared skyward as if it knew no bounds.

    Then, swiftly descending, it erupted in a colossal explosion.

    Kuoooom!

    The members of Starfield who had been standing their ground were knocked backward by the powerful shockwave.

    A tremendous sandstorm brewed, and the earth quaked as if a seismic event was underway.

    The air seemed to ripple and twist.

    Most of the players accompanying User fainted from the impact.

    "Cough, cough! This is insane..."

    Barely holding onto consciousness, User braced his trembling body.

    Propping himself up with his hands, he shook his head to clear his vision and his ears, which were ringing due to the explosion.

    Maintaining balance on his unsteady legs was no easy task.

    The overwhelming power he couldn't resist with his own strength left his mouth dry and parched.

    "Am I supposed to go there myself...?"

    The thought of discovering what was happening at the explosion's epicenter filled him with dread.

    Gravity, which grew heavier as he approached, only intensified his fear.

    At that moment, a player who was still conscious, like User, cautiously approached him.

    "Um, Clan Leader, perhaps that's..."

    Caked in dust, his appearance was disheveled, and his gaze was fixed on the direction of continual minor explosions.

    User alternated glances between him and the source of the blast, hastily asking, "Why? Do you know what it is?"

    "Well... I'm not certain, but it looks like the golden lightning that burned those tree vines a few months ago."

    "Ah."

    In the urgent situation, a memory suddenly surfaced, one he had not considered.

    'Now that you mention it...'

    He recalled hearing that a woman with blue hair had scorched the black vines in Cairo with golden lightning.

    As User hadn't witnessed the event directly, it hadn't been immediate in his mind.

    "Those vines weren't far from my parents' house, so I was actually there."

    Thanks to that, the player claimed to have clearly witnessed the gleaming golden lightning from outside the window at that time.

    "So this explosion..."

    Could this be an act of an ally rather than an enemy?

    Before he could voice that question, a dazzling light grabbed his attention.

    He instinctively looked up, his and the player's complexion turning pale.

    "Oh..."

    The sky, once clear without a cloud, was now dazzlingly radiant.

    It was filled with countless golden lightning bolts.

    'Spears...?'

    Their shape resembled thorns or possibly spears, but counting them was impossible.

    Predicting what would happen when they struck the ground wasn't hard.

    And when that moment came, they would likely all be doomed.

    Though he had resolved to face death, he hadn't expected it to come so pointlessly.

    User expelled a breath of futility as overwhelming weariness washed over him.

    At that moment, the space directly ahead of him split open.

    It mirrored the scene that had occurred moments earlier when the sky had torn apart.

    Startled, User tightened his grip instinctively on his sword.

    "Hurry and get in!"

    Someone kicked him from behind.

    User was drawn into the mysterious space.

    The surroundings completely transformed.

    The desolate wasteland of sand and weeds disappeared.

    Instead, he was greeted by the bustling cityscape full of buildings, roads, vehicles, and people.

    As User landed on the rooftop of an unknown building, he uttered a dumbfounded sound.

    "Huh...?"

    It was only then that he realized he had returned to Tanta, just as he had left it minutes ago.

    Simultaneously, he heard a voice dripping with frustration.

    "If I can't stop it, I'm dead!"

    Whose voice it was, he couldn't tell, but as the shout ended, an entire golden barrier enveloped the city.

    Had Temoria's tankers combined their 'Traits'?

    That seemed impossible. There were only about 20 Tanker members from Starfield in Tanta.

    And among them, only four had reached the Gold rank at most.

    They couldn't possibly have erected a barrier of such magnitude with their numbers.

    The confusion from such an illogical situation was fleeting.

    Golden lightning filled the distant sky and began raining down like a heavy storm.

    Bang!

    It unleashed an explosion so powerful that even an atomic bomb would pale in comparison.

    Indeed, it was nothing short of a cataclysm.

    Fortunately, the golden barrier managed to mitigate some of the explosion's force.

    Unfortunately, not everything could be stopped by the golden barrier.

    Screech!

    The maddening shriek seemed to invade beyond the flesh, clawing into the soul, pressing down on all existence.

    "Aargh!"

    "Argh!"

    Many civilians fainted on the spot, while others went into shock and died prematurely.

    Most players clutched their ears.

    Some experienced tinnitus as their eardrums burst, while others temporarily lost their hearing entirely.

    Fortunately for User, he was in the former category.

    And thanks to having slightly more robust bodies than others, those with the Gold rank, including him, recovered their senses more quickly.

    "Urgh..."

    By instinct honed on the battlefield, User attempted to rise, a basic survival instinct ingrained in every player.

    They knew that staying on the ground would render them mere snacks for the monsters.

    Struggling to his feet, he saw the completely halted Tanta and something black beyond it.

    It looked as if a giant skyscraper had been erected.

    At the site where the explosion presumably occurred, something black simmered.

    It seemed like smoke or liquid.

    "Haha..."

    What on earth was that, spreading wider with each passing moment?

    The overwhelming incidents were enough to drain User of all energy.

    In the hastily unfolding, urgent situation, all he could do was be swept along.

    It was both suddenly ridiculous and utterly empty.

    User stared dazedly toward the direction of the explosion.

    Meanwhile, one person, unlike User, muttered while scratching their ringing ear.

    "Ooh... Take it easy, will you."

    Though he couldn't catch every word of the murmuring voice, the grumbling tone was unmistakable.

    As he turned his head, he saw a young man.

    He was a man with black hair and golden eyes.

    "Seriously, what a temperament, how are we going to clean up this mess...?"

    The voice, growing clearer, was undoubtedly that of the person who kicked him just a few minutes ago.

    Now that he was regaining his composure, he could sequentially and logically revisit the events that had unfolded.

    'How did I end up back in Tanta?'

    There was no characteristic shimmer of a teleportation magic.

    Upon checking, he confirmed that all the clan members who had left Tanta with him were safe.

    Though they were unconscious, having fainted.

    Still, the fact remained that they had returned to Tanta alive.

    As he was bursting with frustration at the incomprehensible situation, a voice, from a mysterious figure leaning out of a window, erupted.

    "Why's that open?!"

    Realizing he had regained his senses, User leaped to his feet and checked the view beyond the railing.

    "Oh no...!"

    The Hole they had left was open, and monsters were pouring forth.

    "This is crazy; it'll take a bit to Absorb... Should I use Karlos' trick? Can I dismantle that? Damn, using that guy's thing is hard!"

    The man prattled on with words User couldn't comprehend and then extended his hand forward.

    Bang!

    A golden lightning bolt shot from his hand, reducing the escaping monster from the Hole to ashes in an instant.

    Of course, not all the lightning bolts struck the monsters directly.

    "No, no! To the right, go to the right!"

    Sometimes they veered off course, striking random buildings.

    Fortunately, people had evacuated the area surrounding the Hole's generation.

    As a result, no additional casualties would occur.

    At the moment User let out an unconscious sigh of relief.

    The man turned toward him, their eyes meeting.

    He continued to unleash golden lightning while murmuring.

    "Forget what you saw."

    "Sorry?"

    "If I get caught, I'll be in trouble. Honestly, this feels like an accident while trying to help, right? Can't you understand?"

    It seemed unnecessary to bring this up in such an urgent situation.

    'But we need his strength.'

    Whoever he was, whatever his abilities, and why he was helping them wasn't clear.

    One thing was certain: they needed his power at that moment.

    "All right, all right! No word from me, just take those things down properly."

    "Okay!"

    With that, the man's expression brightened, and he enthusiastically started firing lightning again.

    It wasn't magic or mana, but its peculiar power had evident efficacy.

    Although erratically veering off course, demolishing buildings, and flipping roads.

    Hundreds, if not thousands, of deluging monsters were all reduced to ashes.

    How many minutes of successful defense had passed when.

    "It's here."

    Suddenly murmuring, the man ceased his lightning strikes and lowered his hands.

    He was about to demand an explanation, pointing out how monsters were still emerging when suddenly, a flash of blinding light flared.

    Startled by it, User squeezed his eyes shut.

    When he reopened them, not only had the monsters disappeared, but the Hole itself was gone, leaving nothing behind.

    Momentarily blinking in surprise, User realized the man was gazing skyward.

    Then, as he instinctively looked up, a voice reached his ears.

    "This time, it ended rather quickly?"

    "Practice makes perfect, I suppose."

    He added, 'Whatever that means', before User took a closer look at his face, his eyes widening.

    "... K."

    It was unmistakably K, who had vanished for over three months, prompting both disappearance and death rumors.

    After a gap of about three months, he had returned.
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    As soon as the battle had finished, a welcome message appeared.

    「Congratulations! You have successfully hunted a once-great being!」

    "Finally."

    This meant that the wretched pursuit had finally come to an end.

    A mix of relief, lamentation, and achievement swirled within me, but it wasn't the time to dwell on such emotions.

    "The urgent task now is to absorb the Status."

    I began absorbing the Status that had started to dissipate into black mist.

    「You are absorbing corrupted Status.」

    「Corrupted Status exists within the body. Check your Chaos level.」

    「The corruption of Divinity has begun.」

    「Hurry and purify the corrupted Status.」

    A menacing message related to the corruption appeared, but I was so desensitized to it from seeing it for months that it stirred no emotion within me.

    I dismissed the message window and furrowed my brow slightly.

    "How bothersome."

    There was the inconvenience of manually having to absorb an irregular's Status.

    Maybe it was because this was a type of monster not included in the game.

    How long did I focus on absorbing the Status, I wondered.

    A new system window appeared right in front of my eyes.

    《System Message》

    《Welcome back, Kang Hyunwoo!》

    As I checked the message window I had set aside, the expected announcement was there.

    「The Barbarian Trait has been activated.」

    「The system has switched to a supportive type. Supported player: Kang Hyunwoo.」

    After such a long time, the Barbarian Trait, or perhaps capitalism, was activated once more.

    Back when I first achieved my Status, it said bluntly that I'd be too busy, but now that I had returned to Earth, it seemed that things had relaxed.

    Even though I noticed the system's presence, I continued to focus on absorbing the Status.

    In the past, I lost more than half of the Status due to lack of priority setting, which was why this time, I absorbed the Status without significant loss.

    What was concerning, however, were the chunks of memories clinging to the Status.

    "How irritating."

    The day Karklein became a god. The day Karklein's affiliated dimension was attacked.

    The day of the fierce struggle and eventual collapse of the dimension and the extinction of the Origin God.

    "They are all so vivid."

    It wasn't just that.

    There was the sorrowful wailing that began the wanderer's journey, the fear of annihilation in a situation where no more Divinity gathered, and the days of slowly losing sanity.

    Just like when I inherited Palao's Status, it felt as if they had become my own and could be recalled at any time.

    "What does it matter what kind of god that guy was now?"

    I shook off the thoughts with effort and checked the total amount of Status that had increased.

    Judging by the size of my Status, it seemed to be about twice as large as it was before setting out to hunt Karklein.

    "The process took time, but the result was good."

    Finally letting out a breath of tension, I spoke.

    "System, tally up the remaining Holes."

    No new Holes were expected to form.

    Therefore, it was a matter of dealing with all the existing ones that were open.

    《System Message》

    《Already initiated. The tally will be completed and displayed shortly!》

    The enthusiasm conveyed through the system's message was quite apparent, as if it took pleasure in that fact.

    I, too, was similarly pleased, so I decided not to criticize it unnecessarily. With all urgent matters handled, I pushed off from the ground.

    "Let's move for now."

    Despite the battle having ended, the Divinity was decreasing slightly.

    This indicated that someone was using my authority, though it wasn't necessary to pinpoint who. I felt it from not far away.

    It was only a brief sprint toward where Gilenios was.

    Deciding to take advantage of the system's appearance, I asked a question that had been bugging me.

    "So, why are there no other gods on Earth? Biharin had seven, and it looked like Karklein's world had five."

    Compared to Biharin, earth is multiple times larger. The landmass and the number of creatures inhabiting it are the same.

    Yet, there was no other god but the Origin God, the system.

    I was curious—whether this was a coincidence or the system was preventing the birth of new gods.

    Knowing this could influence what happens to me after this war.

    'I have to avoid being discarded.'

    The system didn't delay in providing an answer.

    《System Message》

    《They perished while protecting me and Earth from invasions.》

    The message had a faintly gloomy feel to it for some reason.

    《System Message》

    《The last child left 37 years, 3 months, and 28 days ago.》

    Listening to the system, it wasn't a complicated story.

    Originally, the system had existed alone like Karlos. But things changed when irregular beings invaded from outside the dimension.

    Having never experienced any fight or competition, the system was helplessly overwhelmed by the irregular beings that sought to consume it.

    'The Ice Age or the end of the dinosaur era was that time.'

    If an Origin God dies in a collapsed dimension, it becomes complete oblivion.

    However, if an Origin God is alive despite the collapse and destruction of the dimension, it is possible to rebuild.

    The system barely managed to survive back then and reached the conclusion that it couldn't protect Earth on its own.

    'So it started raising other gods.'

    Earth was not only ancient in its origin, but it was also an unusually large dimension.

    Given its size, it was likely that many unique individuals began accumulating their Status.

    The system, unable to protect Earth alone, had reportedly supported them as they accumulated their Status.

    "In that way, myths passed down from different nations and cultural realms came into being."

    The system's support likely meant that it mitigated causality to some extent.

    It seemed that the system was already well-trained, which was why it could effectively block the threat of causality that had targeted me.

    Indeed, in the past, many were said to have achieved divinity thanks to the system's protection. The number was so great at one point that others even told the system to stop nurturing new gods.

    《System Message》

    《As a result, for a time, the number of children increased, and both I and Earth could remain safe.》

    However, from about a thousand years ago, the number of irregular beings roaming outside dimensions increased, resulting in more frequent invasions of Earth.

    One by one, as invasions increased, so did the casualties. After the last god perished, the system was left alone.

    From one perspective, the ongoing war had been to protect the system. That might be what I have to do from now on.

    《System Message》

    《I was so focused on the war that I had no extra capacity to cultivate new Status.》

    Without existing gods' help, surviving causality against all odds is nothing short of miraculous. Achieving divinity through one's own efforts means overcoming extremely low probabilities.

    With the system's intervention gone, the possibility of new gods being born was close to nil.

    《System Message》

    《My authority is akin to creation and is not much help in battles requiring the elimination of enemies.》

    The best the system could do was create barriers to more robustly protect Earth.

    The problem was that, even if hidden, the irregular beings roaming outside wouldn't just disappear.

    In fact, their invasion continued into modern times.

    《System Message》

    《Especially since three of them came this time... I really couldn't handle it alone.》

    Thus began this damned game. It was the system's brainchild, an attempt to resolve things on the other side by supporting the gods of the invaded dimension.

    "Unexpectedly, I was born in that process."

    Knowing the full story of the event was both refreshing and burdensome. Weighed by these thoughts, I arrived at my destination.

    Sure enough, Gilenios was hunting monsters with my authority.

    I had made him my apostle since acquiring additional Status.

    "You came."

    As I arrived, Gilenios looked in my direction, withdrawing his hand. Having handled the aftermath countless times, it seemed like leaving it to me.

    I didn't plan to push the responsibility of solving the immediate issue onto Gilenios.

    'It's more efficient for me to do it than to engage in pointless arguments.'

    So, I used my authority to destroy not only the monsters emerging from the Hole, but also the Hole itself.

    "This ended a bit quicker this time?"

    "Practice makes perfect, I suppose."

    "Since you came, you should have come sooner. I've been having a hard time all alone."

    Gilenios smirked contentedly as if he were indeed satisfied.

    "Didn't you think to solve it yourself before I arrived?"

    "Oh, that's too tough at my level. I'm not a combatant. Why ask when you already know that?"

    Depending on the faith an apostle possesses, their ability to wield my authority varies.

    That's why I destroyed the Hole a moment ago myself. In Gilenios's case, his faith in me is exceedingly shallow.

    'He'd run away at the first chance if Earth's fate looked sealed, choosing the next new world to latch onto.'

    This realization didn't come as a shock.

    I had known this fact from the beginning, and I'm not particularly trusting of him, so it doesn't incite betrayal.

    But he's quite useful to have around.

    Overall, he's well-balanced. Since he can use both Karlos's and my authority, he's proficient both in offense and defense.

    If needed, he can flee using his own authority. Even when I enter combat mode, he's well-suited to handle any backlashes.

    Weren't we able to wrap up the hunt for Karklein smoothly, thanks to him safeguarding nearby cities?

    'Even my status and authority have slightly changed since becoming my apostle.'

    Previously, he would sneak through gaps, but now he could cut through and open passages entirely.

    "It's similar to the nature of Karklein's authority."

    As he became a formal apostle alongside Meferoseta and Karlos, perhaps his Status had undergone some transformation.

    That's why the relentless pursuit only took a few months to conclude.

    I had no intention to disregard his merits.

    Given his comprehension of Status, authority, divinity, and irregular information—no one else seems to understand these as well as he does—he's certainly convenient to have around.

    If he sees any advantage remaining for himself, he'll likely stick with Earth, making him easier to handle without worrying that he'll flee.

    Just like this moment.

    "So, are you going to leave the cleanup to someone else and stand by idly?"

    At my urging to promptly go and settle the chaos in the city, Gilenios pouted.

    But he admitted that it was within his capability. So without further complaints, he leaped off the building rooftop.

    After Gilenios left, I turned my attention to another person present there. He recognized me immediately upon my appearance.

    Someone with faint yet existing faith in me.

    "Seems like the Jordan is doing a good job."

    I had roughly inferred it, as the amount of Divinity had significantly increased compared to before I left Earth. However, encountering my devotee in what was clearly a foreign land surprised me slightly.

    "Pardon my lateness in greeting. I'm K."

    "Oh... Ah, ah! Hello, it's a pleasure to meet you! I'm User."

    His movements and speech seemed generally awkward, perhaps due to tension. But there was no reason to point that out.

    After a brief introduction, I shamelessly asked a favor with a smile.

    "Sorry to ask upon first meeting, but may I borrow your phone?"

    Having safely completed the mission and returned, it was only right to send a message.

    User, initially blank-faced with a delayed response, soon burst into a flurry of fuss.

    However, as expected from a battlefield, he didn't have any electronics on him that might have been lost or damaged in combat.

    "I, I'll find one soon!"

    I decided to wait for the time being. Ideally, I would have returned to Seoul with Gilenios right away. Still, the city remained vulnerable to potential invasion incidents due to the aftermath of my battle.

    'A significant number of players seem to have fainted as well.'

    I wasn't callous enough to leave a city in chaos immediately. I intended to stay until reinforcements from the association arrived.

    Though I was a bit anxious, I had a reason for staying there.

    There had been frequent instances where my apostles on Earth used my authority over the past few months.

    Maybe a legion commander appeared, or possibly an overwhelming influx of nemesis-rank entities.

    Due to such catastrophic events, I could infer that Earth's situation hadn't been good despite my absence.

    "But things will be different from now on."

    To prove that, the system, having completed its tally, began to act.

    「Patches for updates are in progress.」

    「Progress 1%...」

    ...

    「Progress 100%」

    「The tally of the remaining Holes has been completed and is now displayed.」

    Ta-da!

    The message window updated, accompanied by a loud fanfare in my ears.

    "Such a fuss."

    It was the sound resonating with dazzling visual effects that every player would have heard.

    "What now...?"

    Following User's rather fatigued murmur, I looked up and saw fireworks bursting in the sky.

    Above them, numbers began to clearly form:

    "6,381,976."

    This was the total number of remaining Holes.

    It was the moment when the end of the neverending war began to materialize.
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    How many minutes had I spent staring intently at the numbers etched into the sky?

    User, who had disappeared by jumping off the building's rooftop, returned with a smartphone.

    "Thank you."

    I expressed my gratitude briefly and immediately made an international call.

    The recipient's number was Yeonwoo.

    'He's not picking up.'

    It seemed he was studying, as the call wasn't getting through.

    So I called Jinwoo next, and this time, after a few beeps, the call was connected.

    「Hello......?」

    "It's me."

    「...... Hyung? Is it really you? Are you on Earth? Did you come back?」

    "Yeah, I returned safely, so don't worry. Right now, I'm......."

    Not knowing the exact location, I glanced at User for answers.

    "Tanta... Ah, egypt. It's Tanta, a city north of the capital, Cairo...."

    I nodded as a gesture of thanks and continued speaking.

    "He says it's Egypt."

    「Egypt......?」

    「What, you're in Egypt? You've been all around the world, haven't you?」

    Yang Taeho's voice came through the smartphone as well.

    "Are you with Taeho hyung?"

    「Ah, yes. Sister-in-law invited us to have dinner together.」

    Even though I had asked the Seo father and son, along with Yang Taeho's family, to take care of the twins, I couldn't help but worry.

    It seemed they were doing well, thankfully.

    'No signs of weariness or gloom in their voices.'

    Breathing a sigh of relief, I asked what had been on my mind earlier.

    "What about Yeonwoo?"

    If he were with Jinwoo, I would have heard his excitable voice upon learning the news of my return.

    Since it was quiet, it seemed he wasn't beside him.

    「She should be at home. She said she wasn't hungry, so I came up alone. Hyung... When are you coming back? To Seoul.」

    "In about two hours. Three hours at the latest."

    By then, the support forces dispatched by the Egypt branch of the association would have arrived.

    I wouldn't need to stay in the city unnecessarily.

    With a definitive time mentioned, Jinwoo's voice noticeably brightened.

    「Really?」

    "Yeah, so don't worry and go have dinner. Pass the phone to Taeho hyung."

    「Okay, okay! Got it!」

    Soon, Yang Taeho took over the call.

    「Are you alright? No injuries?」

    "Yes, hyung. Thank you for looking after the kids."

    「It's alright, we enjoyed having more company. But it took longer than expected. Was there any trouble?」

    Though there were individuals connected to me by divinity, no one doubted my survival.

    Everyone was worried because of the extended delay.

    'Though I left without a promise to return, it did take quite a while.'

    The reason was remarkably simple.

    "The guy split his body and fled, so there was no helping it."

    「Wha—? He split himself?」

    I affirmed Yang Taeho's questioning and briefly explained the situation.

    In the past, I had encountered Karklein several times.

    He frequently attempted to whisk away enemies.

    But those were only one-sided interactions.

    It wouldn't be inaccurate to say we hadn't directly confronted each other before.

    'So, I didn't have any information about his appearance or characteristics.'

    I hadn't expected him to split his body into five pieces and flee to different spaces when cornered.

    Therefore, I had to chase him through various places.

    Fortunately, the battles with him weren't too fierce.

    'Since he was incompetent in combat.'

    Given my authority capable of countering corrupted divinity, no real danger existed.

    Dealing with Karklein felt more like menial labor.

    All I had to do was tear, burn, and crush his form that had swelled by devouring various dimensional lives.

    Unfortunately, I couldn't gain any valuable combat experience against a formidable opponent.

    But, since he was already lacking in intelligence, I decided to brush off the regret.

    「You've really had it tough.」

    "But it's over, so that's fortunate."

    「You're right. It's good you're safe. But, you said you're in Egypt? Is there any issue there?」

    Despite returning to Earth, the delay in my return seemed concerning to him.

    Yang Taeho expressed his willingness to come immediately with Ahel if help was needed.

    But I shook my head.

    "There's some aftermath of the battle, and the players stationed in the city took some hits. I'm staying just in case, but it's nothing major. After wrapping things up here, I'll stop by the guild as well."

    I intended to check the matters occurred during my absence.

    Before leaving, I instructed the guild's administrative team to prepare a report.

    All I needed to do was review it when I arrived.

    I planned to thoroughly review everything before returning home, as I probably wouldn't be focused enough if I brought it home.

    "There's nothing to worry about, so please continue your meal."

    「Alright, we'll see you later then.」

    "Yes."

    After ending the call with Yang Taeho, I immediately contacted Lily.

    Lily dispatched support troops to Tanta in an hour, and I was finally able to return to Seoul.

    * * *

    'It's more than I expected.'

    I clicked my tongue inwardly at the numbers displayed in the Hole, visible from the Seoul sky.

    While Karklein was fleeing, he continued drilling idiotically, which inevitably increased the numbers to some extent.

    Considering the numbers I saw in the mission window a few years ago were in the thousand range, it had increased significantly.

    Objectively, it couldn't be deemed a favorable situation.

    'But at least it won't increase from now on.'

    Once those are all closed, the persistent monsters can also be eradicated from Earth.

    'I will eliminate the remaining irregulars and the potential threats, the gods of Biharin, by then.'

    That was the best I could do at this point.

    It was also what only I could do.

    Fortunately, during the chase of Karklein, I stumbled upon a few hints.

    Though I lacked the ability to pursue them immediately.

    'I should handle urgent matters first and replenish some divinity.'

    I consumed more divinity than anticipated while hunting Karklein.

    Although I absorbed some, the depletion exceeded the absorption, making it necessary to have a rest period for recharging.

    After completing a series of overhauls, I could set out once more.

    Until then, I needed to focus on matters that could be resolved on Earth.

    Upon reaching the guild, I received numerous reports from the guild members.

    Since I had already reached out in advance, there wasn't any wait time necessary.

    'Firstly, Sniper is captured and imprisoned.'

    Several countries had virtually entered a state of anarchy.

    Their administrative systems had collapsed, rendering them dysfunctional.

    On top of that, various infrastructures had crumbled, causing mass casualties.

    Moreover, two countries were still under the presence of unaddressed legions. These were Romania and Mexico.

    'So, two in total.......'

    Rashar was stationed in Romania, while Lily commanded in the Mexican frontlines.

    Due to their ability to use my authority, they were specifically tasked with handling the legion commanders.

    'Initially, there was a suggestion that Kim Yul should go to Mexico due to Lily's position.'

    However, association presidents from the Asian continent strongly opposed it.

    'Already sending an unknown golden lightning user to Europe, they worried about sending the remaining one across the sea.'

    Thus, they strongly argued that the title of association president could not be an exemption from wartime conscription.

    Thanks to that, Kim Yul remained in Korea to guard against unforeseen situations, and Lily personally went to the frontlines.

    'She would have gone on her own, even without all that pressure.'

    The Lily I knew wouldn't shirk her duties by using her social position as an excuse.

    The ever-neutral Ethan shivered at the thought of her inflexibility, so that wasn't possible for her.

    'It's been six weeks since Romania, and two weeks for Mexico, since the fronts have become stagnant.'

    Quietly tracing the sequence of events and timing, I began tapping my finger on the table.

    Even though two of my apostles were on the front, the respective regions weren't being particularly cleansed.

    In both areas, they were merely focused on preventing the enemy's ground from expanding.

    The current forces judged that the damage they would have to sustain to drive the enemies out and restore their territory would be too great.

    It was probably because of the alarming number of Holes opening across different regions.

    'It could only lead to a conclusion of preserving forces by avoiding proactive clashes.'

    After thoroughly reviewing the precise distribution of forces in the concerned region and the scale of the enemy forces, I checked the damage situation.

    Refugees who lost their homes fled to neighboring countries.

    As the number of those who became unproductive increased, issues related to relief supplies also emerged.

    'Signs of a food crisis are appearing.'

    Although various corporations and international organizations were providing support, it wouldn't last long, considering malnourished patients had already begun to emerge.

    Besides that, several groups also saw additional defectors.

    Players with the Traits of the Phinelpennia Order were deployed to investigate them, swiftly weeding out the related individuals at an incredible pace.

    Though the results were favorable, the number of defectors revealed in the process was more than expected.

    Consequently, distrust had spread throughout society in general.

    'The guild's state isn't perfect either.'

    Rumors of my death had caused internal discipline to slacken, and a staggering 12% of members defected.

    Moreover, the guild's relationships built on profit connections had also started to wobble.

    'Embezzling at the spirit stone mines.......'

    After carefully scrutinizing everything, it seemed there would be numerous matters demanding my attention for a while.

    'Winning a war truly is not an easy task.'

    Swallowing a sigh, I called the public relations team.

    "I need to hold a press conference. Please coordinate with Squad Leader Yang Jochul and schedule it on the earliest possible date."

    "Understood, guild Leader."

    It was an agreement already established through communication with Lily.

    'To explain the numbers floating in the sky, I should disclose some information related to the Holes.'

    Since she was on the frontlines, managing it on my end was the only choice.

    Moreover, I needed to move around externally for a while to demonstrate my presence.

    A formal press conference simultaneously served both purposes.

    Thus, there was no reason to avoid it.

    'That's all I can accomplish for now.'

    Although Sniper issue bothered me, I didn't intend to intervene.

    Primarily, I had given Holy Water to him to ensure I didn't get involved directly in this matter.

    Given my strong influence over players, there's a trend where others follow if I take a stance to refrain from touching civilians.

    If it became known that I secretly ordered assassinations of civilians, I can't imagine the fallout.

    'People would start thinking, if even he does this, why can't I?'

    Even if the victims were defectors, it was clear that the distinction that should exist between civilians and players would blur.

    Therefore, despite the complexity, I needed to shake it off.

    Recovering my breath, I rose from my seat and spoke.

    "Gilenios."

    "Ah, finally!"

    The creature, lazily sprawled on the office sofa, sprang up.

    "Let's go quickly!"

    And then he drew a line in the air with his hand.

    Following his gesture, the space in front of me tore apart.

    Observing his authority again, I couldn't deny the peculiarity of my feelings.

    We essentially secured power originally held by our enemies.

    'I need to think about how to utilize this in reverse.'

    Having secured new considerations, I didn't hesitate to step into the rift opened by Gilenios.

    The moment I took just a single step, I could feel the slightly chilly air of an early spring night.

    I was atop an apartment building.

    Finally feeling the reality of returning home, I was about to head to the stairs when I paused.

    "Your heart is beating so fast. Do you like me that much?"

    "I do like you, but right now I'm a bit more scared."

    Their voices, familiar to me, halted my steps.

    "Scared? Of what? Why?"

    "They said Hyunwoo hyung has returned!"

    I turned my head toward the direction where the voices originated.

    "I did wish for his quick return, but now that he's back, I'm so scared."

    At the edge of the apartment rooftop, two human figures stood.

    "The moment Hyung catches me, I'll be executed instantly!"

    "It's a bit much......though our brother is a bit stuffy, he's not that bad?"

    As I approached, I revealed the aura I had been subconsciously concealing.

    "Who's there......!"

    Kim Yul, detecting my presence, turned toward my direction.

    "Why? Did someone come up here?"

    Immediately, the shadow clinging closely to him also squirmed slightly, turning toward my location.

    "Huh? Hyung?"

    It was Yeonwoo.
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    Yeonwoo, who had been sticking close to Kim Yul as if they were one, ran toward me as soon as he noticed my presence.

    "Orabang is here! Sorry I couldn't take your call earlier!"

    I guessed she was busy with romance rather than studying.

    As Yeonwoo leaped into my arms, I lightly caught her and looked up.

    It was to see Kim Yul's face.

    As soon as our eyes met, he stiffened immediately.

    Watching the two youths alternately, I let out a shallow sigh and said,

    "You stay, Yeonwoo, you go down."

    "Ah, why! You're the uninvited guest, orabang!"

    "If you don't want to be watched 24/7, then leave while I'm asking nicely."

    "Jeez."

    It seemed she improved quite a bit during the months I was away.

    Yeonwoo glared at me sharply.

    But only for a moment. Soon, Yeonwoo snorted and turned her body.

    She seemed to decide to take a step back for now.

    She must have disliked the thought of me really assigning a 24-hour watch on her.

    Likely so, judging by the way she stomped off towards the stairs.

    I quietly watched Kim Yul as I waited for Yeonwoo to disappear.

    "Oh, wait!"

    Then, Yeonwoo, who had briefly vanished down the stairs, popped her head back towards the rooftop and shouted,

    "I was the one who made the first move!"

    Honestly, that was a talent in itself—giving me a headache in an instant.

    "Just so you know!"

    Rubbing my temples, I waved her off towards the stairs.

    "All right, now please go down."

    "Okay~"

    As Yeonwoo's presence began to drift away, the time for our private conversation finally arrived.

    I gestured at Kim Yul.

    Creak, creak.

    With movements as if his joints might make noise, Kim Yul approached step by step and stood before me with his hands neatly clasped over his stomach.

    But no deep conversation ensued immediately.

    It was my first time dealing with such a situation too.

    I needed time to gather my thoughts since I couldn't decide how to start the conversation.

    Debating over how to soft-pedal my words, I was considering my options cautiously when, unexpectedly, Kim Yul, who waited silently in front of me, seemed to run out of patience and uttered just one sentence.

    "Please, spare me..."

    One might think I intended to kill him based on that plea.

    I laughed and replied,

    "Who said anything about killing you?"

    "Y-you're scarier now than when I thought I was facing death..."

    "Don't exaggerate, I'm not going to interfere with who the twins meet."

    Though I admit, I do have a conservative nature.

    'But I'm not completely close-minded either.'

    I know when it's appropriate to compromise and when to let things slide.

    Kim Yul looked a bit surprised at my words, his eyes widening.

    Then he stared at me, as if trying to ascertain the truth in what I had said.

    I waited for Kim Yul's thoughts to conclude without saying anything else.

    After a few minutes of waiting,

    "Phew..."

    Kim Yul heaved an exaggerated sigh of relief, rubbing his chest.

    "Turns out, there's always hope, no matter the situation."

    Although he still seemed a bit wary of me.

    "You're not gonna tell us to break up, but why did you want to talk to me alone?"

    Up until that point, I hadn't found a clear answer on how to broach this topic.

    So, I decided to go straight to the point.

    "Do you know how to use contraception?"

    Thanks to this, I witnessed a rare spectacle that I might not see twice in my lifetime.

    Kim Yul's neck, face, and even his ears, every visible patch of skin turned red in an instant.

    A reaction so remarkable that I widened my eyes momentarily in astonishment.

    "What, what are you even talking about?!"

    But entertaining as it was, I hadn't forgotten the purpose of our conversation.

    I fixed my gaze on Kim Yul, demanding an answer.

    "Don't change the subject."

    Truthfully, I had no intention of interfering with Yeonwoo meeting someone.

    'Yet, as Yeonwoo's older brother, I think a precautionary step like this is warranted.'

    At least, that was my reasoning as I pressed for an answer.

    Still red-faced, Kim Yul shouted again.

    "I get it, I get it! I even asked Mr. Taeho just in case! Happy now?!"

    If that's settled, I didn't have anything else to worry about.

    They could have all kinds of dramas in their relationship—stay together or break up midway—that was entirely their business.

    'Though I do wonder how he plans to manage Yeonwoo.'

    Kim Yul had involved himself, so he had to deal with that.

    "Alright then."

    Having ended the conversation, I turned to leave.

    But I didn't get far before coming to a stop.

    As if on cue, Kim Yul's grumbling immediately ceased.

    "Why, why are you stopping at such a stupid distance?"

    If you're going, just go. If not, why leave someone anxious by stopping halfway?

    Turning back, I faced Kim Yul, who bristled like an upset hedgehog.

    And I asked something that had been bothering me since I saw him sticking to Yeonwoo.

    "You."

    "What?!"

    "Have you ever thought that maybe you shouldn't deepen your relationship with Yeonwoo?"

    Judging by his indignant response, Kim Yul misunderstood the question.

    "Huh? You said you wouldn't interfere just a moment ago! How can you flip like that?!"

    It seemed he had a completely wrong idea.

    Hoping to clear Kim Yul of his misunderstanding, I added,

    "Have you ever thought that, since you could die at any moment, perhaps it would be better to maintain the current status rather than getting closer?"

    "Oh? Y-you're not telling me to break up?"

    I told you, no such interference.

    As I frowned, waiting for a response, Kim Yul scratched the back of his head, looking a bit embarrassed.

    "Um... isn't that why we need to grow closer now?"

    "Huh?"

    "Because I might die at any moment, it's all the more important to cherish this moment."

    It was a straightforward principle, yet one that might not have struck me had I overthought it.

    However, instead of mulling it over alone, I chose to ask.

    Thanks to that, I got to hear Kim Yul's simple answer.

    With that, my course of action became very simple.

    "Thank you."

    Leaving a simple word of thanks to Kim Yul, I turned to leave.

    * * *

    The day after returning home, a press conference was immediately scheduled.

    This showed how keenly everyone was watching for my reappearance.

    As soon as I entered the conference hall, the blinding flash of cameras ceased at once.

    Instead, the hall was filled with the clatter of rapid typing.

    Today's press conference, broadcast live worldwide, was catching everyone's attention.

    It was an apt occasion to prove that I was still alive.

    Grabbing the microphone, I calmly recited the pre-arranged announcement.

    Of course, I didn't disclose everything.

    There was no benefit in openly discussing matters like the status or divinity.

    'It's also hard to explain the existence of irregular entities.'

    All I intended to announce was how those numbers in the sky came to be and how players plan to respond going forward.

    It was all pre-agreed with guild leaders, including Lily.

    "The compiled details will be uploaded on the Players Association website at noon today. Please download and review them if you're interested."

    After my official announcement, a question-and-answer session ensued.

    The journalists, brimming with excitement, showered me with questions.

    Thinking it could turn chaotic if left unchecked, I decided to pause this flow.

    "Let's proceed one at a time."

    Those waiting provided the first journalist with a microphone.

    And the first question from the journalist was, as expected,

    "As per your earlier statement, do those numbers in the sky truly represent the total number of Holes left on Earth?"

    It related to the mysterious numbers that appeared in the sky days ago.

    The meaning of these numbers was already somewhat rumored among players.

    And during my earlier announcement, I had confirmed those rumors as fact.

    'So they're asking again despite that.'

    It seemed they needed reassurance on this matter.

    Perhaps because that would provide a flicker of hope that the war might end.

    I answered the journalist's question with a steady voice.

    "Yes, that's correct."

    "Then, once all the Holes are closed, does it mean no more monsters can cross over to Earth?!"

    Even before I could finish, the adjacent journalist, with a look of desire, interrupted.

    "It's true that eliminating all Holes would remove the monsters' gateways to Earth."

    But whether that would guarantee Earth's total safety, well...

    "If you're asking whether it assures absolute safety, I can't provide that assurance."

    Just because monsters can't enter doesn't guarantee those exceptional beings won't, either.

    It was premature to conclusively guarantee it.

    'And there are still mages.'

    Who knows what experiments they might conduct with the remaining Holes.

    "Humanity on Earth is experiencing an unprecedented supernatural war, suggesting that unexpected dangers could lurk anywhere."

    Though we're making various efforts to mitigate those potential threats.

    "We intend to prepare for the worst rather than complacently approach the issue. That's how we can keep citizens worldwide safe."

    It wouldn't hurt to be cautious considering the worst-case Scenario could involve a dimension collapsing.

    As my answer concluded, another journalist promptly carried on with the questions.

    "In stating the numbers in the sky represent the total of Holes and asserting they will no longer increase, could you elaborate on why you're so certain no new Holes will emerge?"

    The details were already included in the materials to be uploaded on the association's website, so there was no reason to hide it.

    "We eliminated an entity possessing the rare ability to pierce Holes."

    That was the truth.

    "When you say 'rare ability', are you referring to a legion commander?"

    "Similar."

    "Then, what are the differences?"

    "I lack detailed knowledge to explain that particular entity."

    That was a lie.

    "What evidence is there to prove that this rare ability holder has been eliminated? Is this credible information?"

    "I killed it personally. As long as there isn't another such entity in the enemy ranks, holes won't increase."

    This, however, was the truth.

    "Was the pursuit of this entity the reason for your absence over the past few months?"

    "Yes, that's correct."

    This, too, was true.

    The Q&A session lasted longer than expected, and I diligently answered every question.

    I hadn't planned such extensive engagement initially.

    I had partaken because the occasion aligned with my goals.

    But the journalists' raw anxiety was palpable.

    And considering that their anxiety reflected the unease of people scattered worldwide, it seemed prudent to be a bit more careful.

    Perhaps it was also due to some of my followers mingled among the journalists.

    'Those who have faith in me.'

    If my words could quell their unease,

    'I shouldn't overlook it.'

    Choosing words carefully wasn't particularly challenging.

    "I have an additional question."

    Another journalist posed a new inquiry.

    "Rumors abound regarding the special power Mr. Kang Hyunwoo wields. Could you provide an accurate explanation regarding this matter?"

    I was wondering when this question would arise.
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    "At first, there were rumors that it was a special ability of Kang Hyunwoo or the power of an artifact. However, later, Kim Yul from the Palao Guild, Rashar, and President Lily Evans of the Association were also seen using the same power."

    Various organizations made inquiries to the guild regarding this matter.

    Even players who were on friendly terms with me moved in many directions to investigate this power during my absence.

    However, no one had actually discovered my puppet.

    "Mr. Kang Hyunwoo went missing for several months afterward, and the three people using the same power avoided giving a precise answer, leading to frustration."

    The three people who became my apostles remained silent on all questions.

    They weren't sure how much they were allowed to mention.

    'Thanks to that, they were exposed to numerous criticisms.'

    To be honest, I never instructed them to keep it a secret.

    After selecting the apostles, I immediately went out to hunt Kacline, which was why I unintentionally neglected the matter.

    However, the three judged that they couldn't handle the issue on their own and decided to leave it as it was.

    "Personally, I think your consistent silence on the matter is incredibly selfish."

    It was clear that the power could assist in the war.

    However, there was no way to understand what it was or how it could be obtained.

    Each word the reporter uttered dripped with hostility.

    'There is no way to completely hide it.'

    Divinity was the only means operable by a legion commander.

    Thus, it was natural for people to covet it.

    'It had been surprisingly quiet until now.'

    For some time, I had been the only one who used divinity mingled with mana.

    Choosing not to broach the topic openly to avoid offending me probably led to discrete maneuvering beneath the surface.

    But now that others had been witnessed using it, the situation had inevitably changed.

    Those who acted on their prudence could lose out if they miscalculated their position.

    'It looks like the reporter is connected to one of the large guilds.'

    I couldn't explain everything truthfully, so it was essential to come up with a plausible story.

    'To achieve that...'

    After a brief thought, I began to speak.

    "I believe everyone knows that things related to gods and their authority existed in Bihar."

    Adding that a similar feature existed in the game supporting the players.

    "It's an ability acquired after reaching a level where such functions could be used."

    It was a response mingling truth with lies.

    "It's effective for hunting legion commanders like the Black Vines because it's a level of power higher than magic or mana."

    Once I finished speaking, murmurs quickly spread among the reporters.

    "Does that mean there exists a rank higher than the Platinum rank?"

    Someone with a flushed expression asked amid the clamor.

    "Yes, it does. According to the system description, it is referred to as 'beyond standard'."

    Approaching it too religiously could invite attacks.

    So I decided to conclude the explanation within the realm of what was now quite naturally accepted as the players and the game field.

    "They won't challenge it."

    Players existed, and it wasn't strange for a rank beyond Platinum to exist.

    Since I was the only one to reach that rank, no one else could differentiate between truth and falsehood.

    "At that level, after fulfilling certain conditions, it's possible to share my power with other players, much like the gods and apostles of Biharin."

    My explanation was that I was currently sharing power with some individuals to ensure the war's progress continued smoothly in my absence.

    "Then, is there a criterion for sharing that power?"

    "Why is it only being shared with the three?"

    "Do you have no intention of providing it to others?"

    The barrage of questions had a common desire for an answer.

    "It's difficult to share the power with everyone. There are specific conditions that must be met. However, there's a new open slot, and I am considering it."

    The comment about potentially selecting a new apostle soon intensified the reporters' typing.

    The questions didn't cease amid all this.

    "Are you planning to select new individuals at the current Romanian and Mexican fronts?"

    "I intend to clean up the legion commander at those fronts personally in the near future, unrelated to the selection of new individuals."

    "When will you be departing?"

    To the continuing question, I checked my watch on my wrist and replied.

    "I plan to depart in 25 minutes."

    The response that I would be leaving today spurred the reporters to even more frantic writing.

    I felt I had said everything that really needed saying.

    Hence, I prepared to wrap up the press conference.

    "I have an additional question."

    A reporter raised his hand and took the microphone from the adjoining reporter.

    "I'd like to ask why Mr. Kang Hyunwoo is making these announcements instead of the Association."

    The eyes and tone with which he looked at me, and even the slight distortion of his mouth...

    "There is an Association to represent the players' position, yet why is an individual like Mr. Kang Hyunwoo explaining the numbers that appeared in the sky and deciding on dispatching to the Romanian and Mexican fronts?"

    The malice directed at me was exceedingly clear.

    "Might the rumor that the Association was created for Mr. Kang Hyunwoo's private gain and that President Lily Evans is merely a puppet following Mr. Kang Hyunwoo's orders be true?"

    I had no intention of responding gently.

    "President Lily Evans was not in a position to prepare the conference, being at the front, and since I dealt with the particular entity, I took responsibility for the outcome announcement."

    "Then why did you share the power of the Golden Lightning with President Lily Evans? Doesn't that decision imply she's under Mr. Kang Hyunwoo?"

    It was a crude provocation.

    I was aware of all sorts of conspiracy theories, like I controlled the Association led by Lily or that all major guild leaders worldwide were my puppets.

    People thought I was using players to build a massive empire rather than protecting the land my family lived on.

    These unfounded conspiracy theories were ludicrous, so I had chosen to ignore them.

    But what was the intention behind directly mentioning these far-fetched stories during a live broadcasted press conference?

    "Let me clarify something. President Lily Evans, along with most players, are comrades and colleagues working together towards a common goal."

    While I sometimes conveyed decisions, it was not because I believed I stood above them.

    I arranged situations so others would follow my judgment, as I was convinced it was correct.

    I never harbored thoughts of being a king or reigning over players.

    "My purpose is victory, not domination."

    Therefore, in my view, this was an attack aimed at sowing discord amongst the allied major guilds.

    "I wonder what you aimed for by speaking of such unsubstantiated conspiracy theories in my presence."

    One couldn't stay quiet while under attack during wartime.

    "Are you trying to pit the Association, me, and other major guild leaders against each other?"

    "What kind of baseless speculation...?"

    "You were the one who uttered that baseless speculation first. Prove that what you did wasn't an attempt to sow disunity and destroy the players' community spirit."

    I was directly asking if he was a traitor.

    This pointed question thrived on the current severe social climate towards those revealed as traitors recently.

    'Unless he's a real traitor, there would have been no reason to stir trouble by vocalizing such rumors.'

    Of course, it could just be that the reporter was a dimwitted fool rather than a real traitor.

    But that wasn't my concern.

    I was neither saintly enough to tolerate an attack nor inclined to pacify warmly.

    'The fact that he's an idiot isn't my responsibility.'

    He should bear the consequence of his ignorance himself.

    The constraint that players cannot harm civilians only applies to physical deeds.

    It doesn't mean restricted speech.

    Moreover, I hadn't threatened; I merely expressed a suspicion.

    Just as he had done to me.

    "Do I need to ask again? I asked what's your intention behind trying to divide us and other players."

    The reporter was seated not in the front but towards the back.

    This added to the drama when the others fixed their eyes on him during the confrontation.

    "Which media?"

    "The one that prints tabloid..."

    "Those who simply tail celebrities..."

    "Entertainment doesn't pay these days. Now they tail players, stirring things up..."

    "Maybe he's a real traitor?"

    "Like cockroaches."

    "Such individuals should be socially ostracized..."

    Almost everyone gathered in the room murmured, eyes on the reporter rather than me.

    Suddenly being suspected of being a traitor must have scared him.

    "I... I think I was too hasty. I'm terribly sorry."

    His pitiable retreat from the hall, tail between his legs, was quite amusing.

    I might have responded too harshly.

    But it was better than unnecessary rumors causing further issues.

    I stored the fleeing reporter's face in a corner of my memory and said,

    "This concludes the press conference."

    I announced the conclusion and stood up from my seat.

    "When do you expect the ceasefire to occur?"

    "Do you still firmly believe in victory?"

    Of course, it seemed the reporters still had many questions left.

    But rather than be detained any longer, I exited without hesitation.

    I then summoned my personal transport, waiting for me in the gap.

    "Gilenios."

    "Damn, damn, how long has it been since returning..."

    At my call, Gilenios promptly appeared and opened the path to Romania.

    * * *

    BOOM!

    KABOOM!

    CRASH!

    After a barrage of consecutive loud explosions, the ground seemed to shake, followed by rays of light tearing through the clouds from high above.

    ROOOAR!

    SCREEECH!

    ROAAAR!

    And from the distance, a cluster of monsters crumbled with feeble screams.

    "This... this can't be..."

    "The evolved species of the legion were taken down so easily...!"

    "What am I witnessing here?"

    "This is beyond standard..."

    Those witnessing it all with their eyes and ears seemed frozen in place as if they couldn't move.

    Some turned pale, consumed by fear.

    Others were flushed, seemingly filled with awe.

    Although their reasons varied, it was clear they were all stunned.

    The shock was perceptible not only to the players but to others as well.

    A notable case was Dennis, who had flown into Rashar's pocket to escape the shock's aftermath.

    "Truly terrifying."

    The phenomenon a single individual conjured was that surreal and destructive.

    'It was indeed wise not to backstab him then.'

    Had Dennis not adhered to the directive and attempted to save his kind when Hyunwoo invaded the Magic Tower...

    "Ugh..."

    The mere thought of it sent a cold sweat down Dennis's back and made him shiver.

    Reflecting repeatedly, aligning with Hyunwoo seemed a fortunate decision.

    While Dennis rubbed his forearms reflectively, the unilateral annihilation continued.

    Seeing it all brought the memories of another golden lightning he had seen over the past few weeks.

    "By the way, it's quite distinct from what you used."

    Dennis, sticking his head out of the pocket, glanced up and spoke.

    In response, Rashar, who had been safeguarding him, replied with a somewhat awkward smile.

    "Yes, it's because I am borrowing the power."

    "Does the effect differ depending on the user even if it's the same power?"

    "Hmm... it's easier to understand if you consider that the size of the authority one can wield varies depending on the apostle's talent or belief. Just as not everyone learns swordsmanship with the same skill level."

    "I see."

    Just after Dennis expressed his understanding with an exclamation, the booms that had lasted for over ten minutes vanished abruptly.
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    "Is it over?"

    "... Yes, it seems so."

    Rashar swallowed dryly, almost involuntarily.

    She perceived an immense presence drawing near.

    Her new god, having returned as confidently as promised, did not disappoint those who believed in him.

    He had come back even stronger than before.

    Observing the shredded clouds and the upheaved ground, denying that fact was impossible.

    How long she had been watching the remnants of battle on the sky and earth was uncertain.

    Twinkle, twinkle.

    A golden light streaked across the sky, visible to her.

    The light traced the direction towards where Rashar stood.

    Soon enough, Hyunwoo, who had created the light, descended to the ground.

    Facing him directly was a bit overwhelming for her, now that his past dark-brown eyes were gone.

    Perhaps understanding her unease, Hyunwoo quickly suppressed his overwhelming presence.

    He spoke in a calm voice.

    "I've dealt with the legion commander. Let's start the cleanup."

    "Yes!"

    The association's commander standing near Rashar turned with a bright expression.

    His intention was clear, to inform the players standing by about the advance.

    'Here will be settled soon too,' thought Rashar.

    Despite borrowing Hyunwoo's authority, it had reached its limit not to hunt the legion commander herself and draw out time.

    As a result, there were players exposed to pathogens, and even with potions, the number of players suffering from wounds that didn't heal increased daily.

    It weighed heavily on her as if it was all because of her shortcomings.

    But now, she felt she could finally breathe a sigh of relief.

    Rashar drew a deep breath of relief, then slowly gripped her sword's hilt.

    Anticipating the imminent advance, she intended to join the fray and lend a hand.

    However, just before she took a step, her eyes met Hyunwoo's.

    His knowing gaze fixed on her, as if pondering something unknown.

    Amid the silent pressure that felt like an unspoken demand, Rashar, unable to endure the tension, spoke first.

    "Do you have something to say?"

    "I do."

    Though it's not really the place.

    Hyunwoo, casually continuing, changed the subject.

    "I'm going to head out right now, how about you?"

    "Head out?"

    "Well, both you and I are assigned to the legion commander. Now that it's dead, we can head back. I've informed the command."

    He intended to stop by the Mexican front briefly before departing right away.

    "If you have the mind to, you can come along. It's more convenient to ride that guy."

    Hyunwoo glanced back, gesturing lightly, indicating Gilenios standing with one leg crossed.

    "I'm not your ride! Is my authority something to use like that? Speak properly..."

    Grumbling aloud, Gilenios expressed his dissatisfaction without reservation.

    Before Rashar could respond, Dennis, who was in her pocket, flew out abruptly.

    "Human! When can I go back? I'm sick of sleeping at a camp!"

    "You have to tend to the injured. While I took care of the pathogens, there are still many critically injured individuals."

    At Hyunwoo's words, Dennis' wings drooped with dejection.

    It had only been two weeks since Dennis, originally meant to be in the rear, was summoned here.

    'Fairy dream dust temporarily halts the pathogen timer.'

    This was discovered amidst ongoing treatments aimed at achieving mental stability through dreams.

    Summoned to the front lines with other fairies, they discovered that the dream dust also had an effect on otherwise irrecoverable injuries.

    'Though potions still didn't work, the exact reason as to why recovery became possible remained unclear.'

    The only hope for those with irrecoverable injuries was the fairies.

    If they abruptly retreated from the front lines, the injured could become casualties.

    "Do your part if you understand, fairy."

    "Eek, don't call me that! I have a name, Dennis!"

    "What a coincidence, I happen to be called Kang Hyunwoo."

    Finding Dennis' resistance amusing, Hyunwoo raised his hand.

    He formed a circle with his thumb and middle finger, then flicked it.

    "Go do your job."

    "Ugh!"

    And just like that, Dennis flew off with a faint sound, easily swatted away.

    Afterward, Hyunwoo turned back to Rashar.

    "Need more time to think?"

    There was no particular attachment to Romania, so leaving alongside him wasn't a problem if she wished.

    As Hyunwoo mentioned, Rashar had been summoned simply to hunt and counter the legion commander.

    Now that the legion commander was dead, she didn't have to stay.

    But...

    "I'll assist until the front is concluded and then return."

    Responding with a polite yet firm refusal, Hyunwoo gazed intently at Rashar for a moment.

    Was it worry that she might use his authority, thereby wasting divinity?

    Her new god, having returned directly on the first day, had already instructed minimizing authority usage.

    Recollecting his words, Rashar hesitated before speaking.

    "I won't use your power. Even without it, I can at least reduce the number of casualties with my skills..."

    "Huh."

    But before she could finish speaking, Hyunwoo exhaled sharply.

    "I told you to restrain, not to refrain entirely. It would be problematic if you recklessly used it everywhere, but that doesn't mean you shouldn't use it in a pinch."

    Otherwise, why was he staring so intently?

    "It was just because I wished."

    She hadn't spoken it aloud, but...

    Seemingly recognizing her curiosity, Hyunwoo began to explain.

    "I hoped you'd come along. To hear how you've been, what you've been up to, and talk a bit."

    "... With me?"

    She didn't say 'why', but...

    "Because I missed you," he said.

    No matter, Hyunwoo continued with a subtle smile.

    "It's nice seeing you again."

    "Stay if you wish. I won't stop you."

    As if indicating he had no other business, Hyunwoo turned away and called forth Gilenios.

    "Let's leave right away."

    Despite bearing a face full of dissatisfaction, Gilenios obediently drew a line in the air.

    Immediately, Hyunwoo and Gilenios vanished silently beyond the parted space.

    * * *

    I hadn't directly intervened much in either the Romanian or Mexican fronts.

    At best, I cleaned up the legion commanders.

    The rest was left entirely to other players.

    'Now's the time to quietly gather divinity.'

    Reorganization was essential for the next hunt.

    Mind you, combat wasn't entirely off the table.

    I still possessed nearly ten million attribute mana, and an incomparably larger amount of general mana.

    Yet, there was no point in me stepping up to consume mana needlessly.

    Moreover, there was a more urgent matter than combat.

    'The distribution scale of Cratoll has gotten too big.'

    With Sniper excluded, red flags appeared in the crackdown on Cratoll.

    An individual who discreetly investigated original distributors and traffickers through the shadow attribute was now missing, it was only natural.

    Because of this, even Lily explicitly mentioned the crackdown bureau, requesting support.

    With my bounty hunter trait, they likely thought pulling me in would be helpful.

    'Captured players are extremely resistant, knowing capture by either the police or the crackdown bureau means the end.'

    It was common for a mess to ensue when a gold badge clashed with another gold badge.

    Edan's police department and Sniper's former crackdown bureau were becoming shunned entities among civilians.

    Whenever they appeared, disruption followed, so it was a natural reaction.

    Witnessing drug transactions or manufacturing sites rarely resulted in reports.

    Those who reported risked the area becoming a mess, resulting in damage to themselves.

    Meanwhile, cratoll manufacturers developed new types.

    'Initially, they only used cocaine, but now, there's morphine, heroin, fentanyl, and numerous ecstasy variations.'

    Cratoll numbers were assigned due to diversified release in various mixing ratios.

    "There are up to 17 kinds now."

    Listening to Eisa, who temporarily replaced Sniper leading the crackdown bureau, left me at a loss for words.

    'I knew it was a bottomless pit, but this?'

    I cycled through the familiar phrase 'never-ending war' as I pressed a finger into my temples.

    "Um..."

    At that moment, Eisa cautiously spoke up.

    "You've heard about Mikhail... right?"

    "Yes, I have."

    Contrary to my indifferent response, Eisa mumbled gloomily.

    "I... I still can't believe it. Why would Mikhail kill civilians... Do you believe the stories, K?"

    Given that I arranged the matter, doubting it was not an option.

    Of course, I didn't intend to voice aloud that I had purchased Sniper's services with divine water.

    Instead, I stayed silent and focused on the data Eisa had given me.

    Suddenly, I caught an unsettling anomaly that halted my reading.

    Flipping through the paper files yet to be digitized, I lingered.

    "This is strange..."

    I whispered quietly.

    "Right?! You think it's strange too, K?"

    Eisa immediately caught onto my hint and reacted without hesitation.

    However, I hadn't agreed with her thinking.

    "There's no way Mikhail would have..."

    "Be quiet. It's distracting."

    Reaching out to stop her, I doubled down on the documents causing my discomfort.

    It resulted soon after.

    Furrowing my brow, I asked Eisa.

    "... Why are so many dealers dead?"

    Barring several members associated with drug manufacturing, 90% of those dealing Cratoll are civilians.

    'Typically, the aim should be arrest.'

    Accidents during pursuit can result in casualties or injuries.

    However, traditional statistics indicated only 5% sustained injuries or died.

    'Yet, in the last 4 months, about 30% died?'

    More troubling was the reduced volume of recovered and destroyed drugs post-dealer deaths.

    Even with more apprehensions and shootings, why had drug quantities decreased?

    '4 months ago was when Sniper still managed the crackdown bureau.'

    This realization sent a chilling sensation up my spine.

    A signal born in the domain closest to instinct.

    Ignoring such was not my intention.

    'Let's start from the initial discomfort.'

    Too many dealers had died for mere accidents.

    Globally, the number of fatalities was 48.

    'Drugs those individuals died possessing are confiscated and destroyed by the association.'

    Yet, the tally wasn't as substantial as anticipated.

    'Were the drugs lost in retrieval? Or did something else happen?'

    Tap, tap, tap.

    After tapping the table lightly with my fingers for a while, I retrieved the accident reports attesting to dealer deaths.

    Methodically confirming and cross-referencing them revealed the pattern.

    'Three individuals.'

    All 48 fatal incidences involved the same three players.

    They were affiliated with the crackdown bureau, players tasked with apprehending contacts on the field.

    'They planned to kill from the start.'

    The probable goal...

    'Those bastards likely siphoned off drugs.'

    In the worst-case scenario, the players themselves abused the drugs.

    At best, the drugs were resold through illicit channels.

    "Hmm..."

    Why hadn't anyone picked up on this?

    'Eisa is...'

    Let's say she's clueless due to her focus on immediate goals.

    She struggled with delving deep and collating incident nuances.

    To compensate, that's why Sniper, known for critical thinking, partnered with her initially.

    Even if Eisa was unaware, Sniper would've known.

    Yet, why had no action been taken?

    "Dates align oddly..."

    "Sorry?"

    The timeline matched when Sniper was accused in the civilian murder case and removed from position.

    Moreover, the timing coincided with the reduction in reclaimed drugs.

    Possibly, had Sniper faced blowback before handling the issue?

    "Hmm..."

    The multitude of potential pathways from this realization interlinked to comprise countless possibilities.

    Among the sprawling thoughts, one shone brightly.

    "This, perhaps..."

    I might find a way to extract Sniper from this mess.

    Even as that idea solidified, I abruptly stood from my seat with urgency.
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    "The smell is just awful."

    I wrinkled my nose as I looked at the dark-tinted Cretolls.

    "For heaven's sake... they really did steal the drugs...!"

    Eisa struggled to control his anger, his face flushed with rage, and he trembled violently.

    "Check the inventory and arrest all involved!"

    While Eisa and the association staff sprang into action, I leaned against the entrance, lost in thought.

    'We found it sooner than expected.'

    It took just two days to locate the stolen drugs.

    Camellia, who could use Finelpenia's authority, had assisted me, making it surprisingly easy.

    I wondered why they had committed such an easily discoverable act.

    "Unbelievable, the association officials had planned it from the start."

    The affair involved more than just players affiliated with the regulatory bureau.

    Even Persona, whom I thought of as Lily's close associate, as well as several well-known players, were caught up in it.

    They had been preventing Finelpenia's authority from being involved right from the start.

    Of course, Sniper had noticed this and tried to tackle the issue, but...

    'They were a step ahead.'

    They exposed a civilian political assassination case that I had suspected for some time.

    Until then, Persona had turned a blind eye, as the deaths of traitors weren't necessarily negative for them.

    'Maybe they planned this after realizing Sniper was secretly killing politicians.'

    I wasn't particularly interested in the intricacies of those relationships.

    'This is a good opportunity for us.'

    I intended to use this issue to extract Sniper.

    The reason I had been careful not to get involved with Sniper initially was due to concerns that other players might be affected.

    If someone else could take the fall for Sniper's crimes...

    'Things would be different.'

    If they're playing dirty tricks, why can't we?

    Just as they silenced Sniper and manipulated the investigation to their liking, we could do the same in return.

    I had already informed Eisa and Lily of the plan.

    'Once the Mexican front is tidied up, Lily will wrap things up.'

    I turned away from Eisa, who rampaged through the warehouse like an enraged bull.

    Remaining here was less effective than sticking to the plan and going after those manufacturing Cratoll.

    The only solution to Cratoll prevention was to hunt them down systematically unless the monster's blood was completely eradicated from the earth.

    'Recently, it seems they take over entire holes and use them bit by bit.'

    I had no intention of searching high and low to find them.

    'Even with blood, they can't make it without the drug.'

    South America, including Mexico, was already classified as a danger area.

    The newly tidied front line stood firm.

    Most civilians had already fled.

    So, there was no reason to hesitate.

    'Let's burn it all down.'

    By doing so, we could delay the next cultivation, at least temporarily.

    Using such an aggressive method was better to cut off Cratoll for the time being.

    I also hoped to reduce those addicted to drugs during this time.

    'After all, this is a time of war with an overflow of deaths, so it might actually be a good thing.'

    This was not a humane approach.

    'But it's the most effective way in the current situation.'

    In the past, I might have hesitated to make this choice.

    Yet, as I staked even the lives of my family to lay the groundwork for victory, I had no hesitation in this decision.

    Thus began the endeavor to burn all drug cultivation sites in South America.

    A grand endeavor lasting a fortnight.

    * * *

    As always, when one issue ends, another begins.

    After resolving the drug problem, the embezzlement of spirit stones needed attention.

    "Honestly, K, had rumors of your death not spread, things wouldn't have turned out this way."

    I hadn't expected to hear such absurd nonsense along the way.

    "They were already discussing taking over the mine by force without waiting for you. So what's wrong with me securing my share first?"

    I retorted shortly to the person ranting in my ear.

    "Stop being so petty."

    "What?"

    "You bet on my death, and the other two guild leaders bet on my survival."

    They blabbered about how they'd seize or not seize the mine.

    Yet, this guy was the only one who actually did.

    The others figured the risk of me returning alive was too great a gamble.

    "Now that the result of the bet is clear, you should accept it. I'll give you two days to clear out your guild members."

    "...... Do as you wish. I have no intention of backing down."

    His determined attempts to hold strong were admirable, but it wouldn't take long for him to realize how foolish a choice he'd made.

    "Alright then. Try holding out."

    Once all his guild members returned utterly defeated, he would have no choice but to realize.

    The association's proclaimed rules of non-intervention in player conflicts were still valid.

    'As long as mutual death isn't involved, the association won't intervene in player conflicts.'

    As long as they didn't kill each other, removing his guild from the spirit stone mine wouldn't be an issue.

    I had already notified him, and seeing no further need to converse, I hung up the call.

    "That's one issue resolved..."

    It was time to deal with the next problem.

    I spoke as I put my smartphone back into my pocket, addressing the line of Alphas currently alive in front of me.

    "Looks like everyone's gathered. Shall we begin?"

    The beginning of the issue was due to Hasan's tattle-tale report.

    The Alpha caught colluding with Fabian in the past and now subject to my command.

    "Why am I the only one dragged out when others are making excuses and slacking off?"

    "If you're going to crack down, do it on everyone!"

    His plea echoed the unjustness of his situation, enduring purification alone to exhaustion, and he wanted those shirking with excuses to suffer the same hell.

    For someone like me, whose only goal was victory, there was no reason to refuse.

    "I've been hearing about Alphas slacking in purification recently."

    I figured I'd need to register every surviving Alpha under me today.

    This way, whenever they tried to slack off, I'd be able to control them fully.

    However, I doubted the other Alphas desired the same.

    "What business do you have with us?"

    "Yeah, the fact that you're a formidable player is acknowledged, but you don't have authority over us."

    "We're Alphas, just like you."

    The rebellion flared almost as soon as I broached the matter.

    But what difference would it make?

    "I'll start with you then."

    There wasn't a soul here capable of resisting my might.

    Maintaining my smile, I stood from my seat, taking deliberate steps toward the player who showed the most spirited dissent.

    The pressure unnerved him, making him flinch and step back unwittingly.

    Not only was he frightened, but he displayed it plainly.

    With me having gained the upper hand in psychological warfare, what would happen next was obvious.

    Bam!

    I seized his collar and slammed my fist into his face.

    Was there resistance? Of course.

    Counterattacks flew occasionally.

    Players resorting to magic was a natural scene.

    The ones daring enough to confront me knew they were next once this mess ended.

    "So you are all deciding to go together? Makes it easier for me."

    I beat those joining the chaos, without prejudice or discrimination.

    From the outset, I never intended to resolve matters with words or dialogue.

    Today's intent was to ensure no one left this place without submitting to me.

    Fortunately, getting this under control didn't take long.

    Those with lower purification levels within the Silver ranks didn't even attempt to join, and the Gold ranks who dared...

    "Ugh...."

    "Tsk..."

    ... ended up sprawled across the floor.

    Such was the stark difference in level.

    "Tch... What are you doing?! We're Alphas! You think the association will just overlook this?"

    Some still clung to their misguided hopes.

    I addressed that poor delusion out of sympathy.

    "How did you get here?"

    "Well...!"

    They had surely been summoned by the association.

    Once I pointed that out, he froze stiffly, seeming to come to a realization.

    'He must have thought the association is some noble guardian.'

    That is definitely not the case. The player association is simply the biggest entity resonating with my intentions.

    Technically, Lily, who influences the association the most, shares my intentions.

    And our goal isn't achieving justice but victory.

    Today's gathering of Alphas was possible thanks to Lily's command.

    'It also means today's violence is endorsed and supported by the association.'

    As long as I didn't kill them, the association had no reason to intervene.

    After scanning the victims of violence, I murmured quietly.

    "I pampered them too much."

    Because I coddled those who excelled in selection exams, they were quick to develop a sense of privilege.

    Their mindset was utterly appalling.

    "Tsk."

    Clicking my tongue, I shook off my blood-soaked hand as I spoke.

    "Anyone else?"

    Lacking the courage to act directly but unwilling to let me have my way, the Silver Ranks who watched nervously, hoping those who confronted me would succeed, started trembling collectively.

    It wasn't difficult to register them under my mantle.

    'I can now pinpoint how much purification they do day by day and know when they try to slack off.'

    Having achieved the goal, spending more time here became unnecessary.

    "I trust you'll all sincerely commit to purification."

    I attempted a positive approach, though I didn't fancy more violence.

    The reply, however, was a meek "Yes" from just one person.

    Obviously, another demonstration was needed, so I pressed the Forced Submission button.

    "Argh!"

    "Aaaargh!"

    "Ugh, gasp! Enough!"

    All but the one who replied and Hasan writhed in pain, succumbing to the anguish.

    Looking down upon them, I mused quietly.

    Frankly speaking, I had much to say about what they claimed was their 'authority'.

    'These Alphas, who rose thanks to the divinity I earned, have far too much to say.'

    They became Alphas only because I created that opportunity.

    Thus, I believed I had the authority to intervene.

    Finding it tedious to explain every minute detail, I used the simplest means—actions and force—to gradually add these Alphas to my list.

    Thanks to that, the matter was resolved swiftly and effortlessly.

    Lowering myself down slowly, I grasped the hair of the one sprawled nearest and lifted his head, meeting his eyes.

    The player's breath steadied as if just freed from the pain. But his body stiffened with the realization.

    With our eyes locked, I remained silent, holding the position for a while.

    Until, eventually...

    "I won't claim to be an antihero for the greater good."

    I merely compelled them because their sacrifice was necessary.

    For victory in war, players' chaos levels must be managed.

    And if squeezing these scarce Alphas is necessary, I would do it willingly.

    "I trust you've all understood my words."

    I released the player's hair and rose to my feet.

    "Don't use injuries as an excuse to slack off, and disperse now."

    With those words, I stepped aside.

    I anticipated whispers of tremendous curses and criticisms about me afterward.

    'It doesn't matter.'

    As long as the end of the war is within sight, enduring this much talk should be manageable.

    'No.'

    It's fitting to endure it. Better to overcorrect preemptively than to be hampered elsewhere.

    'That's enough.'

    Indeed, that was enough.
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    A considerable amount of time had passed since the fronts in Romania and Mexico had been settled.

    There were even reports stating that all the players dispatched there had returned home.

    Inside the guild, there was a notification that Rashar had returned as well.

    I took that opportunity to distribute various rewards, including bonuses, to the guild members.

    Despite the noisy situation due to my absence, most of the members of the Palao Guild had diligently performed their roles all over the world.

    The fact that Earth remained intact to this extent was also thanks to their efforts.

    So, I wanted to express my gratitude in some way.

    Thanks to the New Safety Industry, which produced defensive gear, the guild never ran out of money, so I decided to distribute it generously.

    To kill two birds with one stone.

    We also planned to have a gathering with the executives in Korea.

    "The appointment is at 7, which means... there are still four hours left."

    I thought of catching up on some sleep, which I had hardly done in the past few weeks.

    However, the moment I threw myself onto the office sofa, a bright flash of light erupted.

    Ahel had barged into my office.

    In his arms was the other half of his soul, a tablet PC.

    'To think he's able to transport that complicated device without a glitch, he truly is a genius.'

    For some reason, Ahel's face seemed more unpleasant than usual today.

    Even if that wasn't the case, there was no reason to welcome an uninvited guest who suddenly stormed into my office.

    I intended to snap at him immediately.

    "Didn't I tell you not to use teleportation magic recklessly within the guild...?"

    Before I could finish my sentence, Ahel thrust the tablet PC right in front of my nose.

    Just as I was about to question what he was doing, my eyes landed on the picture displayed on the screen.

    It was a picture of a woman in a light, airy dress.

    Of course, she was a stranger I had never seen before.

    Confused by what he was trying to do, I turned to Ahel, and he swiped to the next image.

    This time, it was a photo of a woman dressed in a revealing top and short skirt.

    As I frowned, Ahel immediately showed me the next photo.

    'Skinny jeans and a white tee.'

    By that time, I faintly realized what Ahel was getting at.

    'Is he asking about my preference?'

    Ahel continued to show me different photos.

    By then, I'd seen at least six or seven photos of women in various styles.

    In that fleeting moment, countless thoughts raced through my mind.

    Ahel and Rashar, who had grown up together since childhood.

    The stories that might have transpired between them.

    Then, my speculations about Ahel's intentions in showing me these pictures.

    My mind, which was already warmed up, quickly processed all the information and arrived at a conclusion.

    "... Number 3."

    "Hm, I thought it would be number 1."

    Ahel nodded with a subtle expression on his face.

    Then, just like when he arrived, he disappeared with a bright flash of light.

    'Coming and going, not a single word properly spoken, utterly unruly.'

    The difference was that while his arrival was nothing more than an intrusion.

    Upon his departure, he seemed like a magpie delivering good news.

    'I don't know what he's discussed over there and to what extent.'

    I didn't expect there'd be many events where my preferences in women's clothing would be reflected.

    Feeling slightly bashful, I rubbed my neck for a moment.

    Instead of sleeping, I picked up my smartphone.

    * * *

    "My goodness..."

    "Wow, those proportions..."

    "T-This product really suits you well, sir! The fitting is truly, truly... a work of art... gulp."

    No sooner had I stepped out of the fitting room than the whispers began.

    The store assistant assigned to me mumbled incoherently, even stammering.

    However, instead of paying attention to the noise around me, I checked the Mirror.

    Beyond the gleaming Mirror stood my dapper reflection.

    A crisp white shirt and ripped jeans.

    It suited me as if it had been mine all along.

    'Looks better than before.'

    After becoming a player, my body had indeed changed.

    Not only had I grown taller despite having passed my growth period, but my shoulders also broadened.

    It was likely due to the mana forcibly injected, disregarding my innate limits.

    I felt as though I had grown to the optimal point to extract the best performance.

    Consequently, players tended to have larger than average physiques or heights.

    My contemplation of my reflection was brief.

    "Orabang, try this next!"

    "Hyung, how about these pants?"

    The twins, with whom I was out shopping, brought over the next set of clothes.

    They had been exceptionally excited when I suggested a shopping outing.

    Perhaps because they had spent most of their time at home since the assault incident?

    They had been so thrilled that they insisted we go right away.

    There was no reason to postpone it, so I brought the pair directly to the department store.

    Initially, I naturally assumed the twins had many things they wanted.

    'I wondered if their allowance was insufficient?'

    After it was revealed that I was a player, I hadn't hidden my personal wealth, and I always provided the twins with generous allowances and living expenses.

    But it seemed that wasn't enough, or so I thought.

    So, I came out with the intention to buy whatever they desired.

    "This hat too!"

    "Maybe we should look at something other than jeans..."

    In reality, the twins had little interest in their own belongings.

    They focused more on playing dress-up with me.

    Watching the twins in their high spirits, I chuckled.

    "How many outfits are you planning to try on?"

    "A lot!"

    "We've only been out for an hour. Once we're done here, let's check out the semi-casual section. Honestly, I think that style would suit you better."

    "I'm all for it! You've had a lot of interviews and briefings, right? Let's get you properly outfitted this time with a matching vest and tie!"

    Although it seemed I had already seen plenty of my belongings.

    'I don't see a need to rain on their parade.'

    Since the twins were so thrilled, I didn't want to dampen their spirits.

    I hadn't paid much attention to them due to focusing on the war.

    Also, I had strictly controlled the twins' movements since the incident.

    It had been a long time since we went out like this.

    'Who knows when I'll have such an opportunity again?'

    Today, I resolved to go along with the twins' enthusiasm.

    "Then let's move to the next location. We can't fill the closet with just jeans."

    "Okay!"

    "Let's check the store's map and not get lost."

    While Jinwoo was looking at the department store map, I handed my card to the store assistant.

    "Please charge for all the items I tried on."

    The assistants then busily sorted the clothes.

    After a while, burdened with shopping bags, the twins and I left the store.

    The twins' dress-up session continued even after we visited other stores.

    Burgundy slacks that revealed a glimpse of the ankle.

    A light black T-shirt.

    And a jacket matching the pants.

    "My, you are one handsome brother."

    Yeonwoo, seemingly pleased with the clothes she had picked, began taking my photos.

    This way, look over there, stretch your hands here.

    Though slightly uncomfortable with the numerous instructions.

    Having decided to go along, I complied with Yeonwoo's words without complaint.

    Meanwhile, Jinwoo picked out another piece of clothing.

    "Orabang, how about trying on this cardigan?"

    "Isn't the cardigan a bit warm? It's almost May."

    As Yeonwoo tilted her head questioningly, Jinwoo pondered.

    "Is it...?"

    I took the cardigan from Jinwoo's hand and said.

    "If not now, I can wear it in the fall or next year."

    Thus, my family enjoyed a pleasant time after quite some time.

    However, as more people arrived, we couldn't stay long in one place.

    "Oh my gosh, it's really K!"

    "He's incredibly handsome!"

    "He looks even better than models; his appearance is striking."

    "Let's post this on Instagram!"

    "Are those two his siblings? Twins?"

    The news of my presence here had spread on social media.

    In response, security personnel from the department store approached to manage the situation.

    "Mr. Kang Hyunwoo. We apologize for the inconvenience, but to ensure the safety of other customers, could you please move from this area...?"

    Thanks to them, we managed to escape the crowd without any major issues.

    There was no need to worry about being unceremoniously ejected.

    The department store guided us to a VIP room, cut off from the outside.

    'This worked out well.'

    Shopping made me realize there were numerous things I wanted to buy.

    Gifts for Kim Yul and Yang Taeho, the Seo father and son, guild executives, Squad Leader Yang Jochul, and the people of the Order of Palao.

    There were many to whom I was indebted, and it seemed like a good idea to buy gifts for them as a token of appreciation.

    With the aid of a professional shopper, the twins and I continued shopping more efficiently.

    * * *

    At 7 p.m., after dropping the twins home, I headed to the appointed location.

    Holding a gathering in the name of a dinner party was a first since I founded the guild.

    Since there were over dozens of attendees, I reserved an entire Chinese restaurant.

    Upon arriving at the restaurant and stepping inside, the players seated in the hall stood up.

    I waved lightly and said.

    "Don't stand up. Just enjoy your meals comfortably."

    Having endured tedious corporate dinners, I well understood that dining with superiors wasn't relaxing.

    Thus, I planned to let them enjoy their meal among themselves and withdraw from their area.

    I headed to the table set in the innermost part of the hall.

    There, only those who could be considered my closest aides were gathered.

    "Over here, hyung!"

    "Hurry up, man."

    Kim Yul, Yang Taeho, Jordan, Ahel, and Rashar were all present.

    '... White tee and jeans.'

    The reason for Ahel's visit to me was becoming apparent.

    What concerned me was whether Rashar was aware of Ahel's visit or not.

    'Given Rashar's personality, she wouldn't openly wear such an outfit if she knew my preference.'

    If that's the case, it would be reasonable to consider that she didn't know I colluded with Ahel.

    If that assumption held true.

    'I wouldn't need to mention it first.'

    At least in the context of my relationship with Rashar, Ahel appeared to be an ally.

    Not knowing when or how I might need his help, it seemed wise to keep my mouth shut for the time being.

    With my thoughts concluded swiftly, I approached the empty seat and said.

    "You arrived early."

    The only vacant seat was coincidently across from Rashar.

    Or was it another intervention by Ahel?

    Perhaps everyone participating was a conspirator.

    As I sat down, the prepared dishes began to arrive.

    The ambiance of the restaurant, as well as the food, was fairly pleasant.

    Everyone seemed to relax a bit, engaging in casual conversations throughout.

    The peaceful atmosphere persisted, at least until the meal was nearing its end.

    "Hm?"

    Yurin chicken, chili prawns, dongpo pork, and various other dishes were being enjoyed when all eyes suddenly focused on one spot.

    A hole had opened in the outdoor garden of the restaurant during the meal.

    As if to forcibly remind us that the war was not yet over, it was a perfectly timed intrusion.

    Ironically, it was a sudden hole, and almost simultaneously, general-rank creatures emerged from it.

    The cool spring weather had led us to open all the windows connecting to the exterior.

    Consequently, we had to experience gazes aligning directly with those of the emerging general-rank creatures during our peaceful dining.

    "Roar...?"

    Four general-rank creatures halted right upon exiting the hole.

    The onlookers each commented on their impressions of the scene.

    "Is this for real...?"

    "Truly, just our luck, ain't it?"

    "Miserable unlucky creatures..."

    "These idiots, don't interrupt people when they're eating."

    For a hole to open at a gathering of at least platinum rank players.

    As someone said, from the monster's perspective, they were terribly unlucky.
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    Lying about not being annoyed would have been deceitful, but it wasn't something I could ignore either.

    "We need to take care of that first," said Rashar, the first to stand up, indicating it needed to be dealt with.

    In Korea, if a player discovered a Hole and failed to take action, they would be penalized.

    One must either report it or close it, meaning one of the two actions must be taken.

    If it was an critical Hole, dealing with it required confronting a general-rank.

    For other cases, the situation varied slightly.

    Usually, if someone was resting due to an injury or a high-ranked Hole appeared that was difficult to handle with one's own power, it ended with reporting it and controlling the vicinity.

    On the other hand, if it seemed possible to resolve the matter with those present on-site, they would directly close the Hole.

    In our case, it was the latter.

    The proof was that team leaders, managing dozens of parties, were already wiping their mouths and standing up.

    Some were turning on the guardian app to report the Hole status.

    Those who were to enter were beginning to arm themselves.

    I was very pleased with how they instinctively knew what needed to be done without separate instruction or interference.

    Rashar was among those arming themselves.

    I watched her retrieve a sword from the void magic tool and strap it to her waist, and I asked, "Are you planning to go yourself?"

    "If there's a nemesis-rank inside, it might be tough for them to handle alone."

    It was indeed safer for a Platinum rank capable person to accompany them.

    I briefly considered joining as well, but quickly changed my mind.

    Kim Yul and Yang Taeho volunteered to join in as well.

    Given the illustrious lineup of volunteers, there was no need for me to step in.

    'Rashar is well aware of that too.'

    I decided to stay put this time.

    Meanwhile, Rashar placed various electronic devices on the table.

    After she and other guild members entered the Hole, the remaining personnel outside took a moment to deliberate.

    "Mr. K, should we evacuate the restaurant staff?" asked Jordan, prompting me to nod.

    "By principle, yes."

    Even if another Hole appeared with the outside personnel, they were capable of handling it.

    But as a precaution, civilian access is restricted within 500 meters of a Hole.

    Not just to ensure their safety.

    'It's also to eliminate all variables relating to civilians.'

    Therefore, even if the area wasn't particularly dangerous, an evacuation was the right course of action.

    The team outside swiftly evacuated the staff.

    The employees seemed to have experience with similar scenarios and quickly vacated the area following instructions.

    Of course, some people were still busy taking photos amid the commotion.

    Knowing I couldn't perfectly control this situation to my liking, I focused on evacuating them as quickly as possible.

    About ten minutes later, all the restaurant staff had vanished, leaving behind an odd scene with only the patrons remaining.

    Someone let out a hollow laugh, and others remarked on this unique experience while exploring the empty restaurant.

    I remained seated, waiting for those who had entered the Hole to return.

    Just then, Ahel, sitting across from me, extended his hand.

    He picked up Rashar's smartphone from the table.

    Wondering what he intended to do with someone else's belongings, I watched him.

    After a few taps on the phone, he tossed it towards me.

    I caught the device flying through the air in an arc and asked, "... What is this?"

    But Ahel merely gestured with his chin instead of giving a straightforward explanation.

    Reluctant as I was, feeling like he was setting me up for something, I lowered my gaze and checked the smartphone.

    The lock was off.

    I didn't know if there was no password set at all or if Ahel knew Rashar's password.

    That made me wonder why they would share such information, and my head was filled with various thoughts.

    In the midst of this confusion, my face appeared on the screen.

    'UTube Army.'

    Usually, I wouldn't have bothered to peek into someone else's private life.

    "Kang Hyunwoo, exposing Everything About Him!"

    The provocative video title tempted me.

    In the end, I touched the screen, and the paused video resumed playing.

    『... But even taking that into account, it's certain that he is a person with clear purposefulness.』

    I wondered what it was about.

    『This isn't just a one-time thing. Ever since he first appeared in public, he has consistently used similar vocabulary. Protect, defend, victory, triumph...』

    『Oh! It's true.』

    『Yes, perhaps... ever since the current crisis began, Kang Hyunwoo's mind is filled with those thoughts.』

    The video was dissecting who I was, about what I usually thought, and how I lived my life.

    I wondered why Rashar was watching something like this, but only for a moment.

    Just in case, I decided to check Rashar's recent viewing history on UTube.

    And what I discovered was quite surprising.

    "... Half a year?"

    For nearly half a year, the frequency of watching videos about me had steadily increased.

    It began with clips featuring me or interviews with media outlets.

    Later, there were content videos in which I appeared at the request of Kim Yul from time to time.

    After some time, it shifted to analyzing content about me.

    My personality, behavioral patterns, inclinations, and even mental and psychological aspects.

    Rashar's account was filled with viewing history centered on me.

    Not only videos about personality test results like MBTI but also analysis videos created by psychiatrists, numbering in the dozens.

    "...."

    I decided to play the most viewed video among them.

    「See, he's unhesitant, isn't he?」

    A psychiatrist was interpreting various aspects of my video.

    「He appears notably stress-resistant.」

    「What exactly does that mean?」

    「It means he's skilled at controlling his actions without being swept away by pressure or anxiety. Instead of tossing and turning due to not knowing what will happen tomorrow, he empties his mind and gets sleep for tomorrow's condition. He's someone who can do that.」

    「I see.」

    「And I think he leads a very planned life. If you look at the history chart of the guild formation process, you'd expect someone who knows how to systematically establish both short-term and mid-to-long-term plans.」

    The psychiatrist paused, gently rubbing his chin.

    It seemed less like he had finished speaking and more like he was organizing his thoughts.

    As expected, after a brief pause, he continued speaking calmly.

    「While such traits can be influenced by innate disposition, they're also often unknowingly trained by parents during childhood. I think both may apply to him.」

    「Eternal stress resistance, high behavioral control, and even systematic... truly impressive. Are there any other notable points?」

    「There sure are.」

    「Oh! What might they be?」

    「If you look at some of the behavioral patterns and vocabulary used in press conferences... the focus is very strong.」

    「Focus, you say?」

    「He's highly concentrated on his goals. You know people who become absorbed in just one thing, right?」

    「Oh, yes, I know!」

    「Those people are said to have high focus. Naturally, their level of achievement is also high.」

    「Why is that?」

    「Because their priorities are crystal clear. They know what to forfeit if it impedes their goals.」

    「Could you please explain more specifically?」

    「Um, what example should I give...?」

    As I watched, it became genuinely interesting, and I found myself focused on it unintentionally.

    Just then, the expert in the video clapped his hands and continued.

    「Ah, yes. If you want to save money but have many external commitments, honestly, it's difficult to save, right? Yet, not going may make you feel left out.」

    「Oh, indeed.」

    「People like him are different. To him, it's crucial to achieve the immediate goal of saving money. If he judges something as impeding his goal, he'll exclude it from his schedule without regret.」

    「Oh.」

    Is that something surprising? Isn't it how it should be?

    「Could it be related to the high societal success rate of ENTJs, like him, known?」

    「Indeed. People of that type are certain of their thoughts. They deeply trust their judgments. Hence, they don't shy away from any means or methods to implement or achieve them.」

    「Oh....」

    「No matter the number of outside variables, nor the impact they may have, accomplishing what you're focused on is more vital. They will overcome obstacles, set them aside, and crave success. They might be seen as natural leaders.」

    Frankly, I was somewhat astounded, as it was an exact analysis, as if they saw through my inner self.

    I hadn't realized my behavior patterns could be read so plainly.

    The views of others about me were more fascinating than I'd anticipated, with the accuracy being notably high too.

    I considered checking out more videos and swiped through the screen.

    As I was engrossed in skimming through the videos Rashar had watched for a while, I sensed a presence from the direction of the Hole.

    While absorbed in UTube, Rashar had emerged, having sealed the Hole.

    When I looked up from the UTube fascination, my eyes locked with Rashar, who had come out from the Hole.

    She paused while tucking the sword into the void magic tool, her shoulders giving a startled shudder.

    Her eyes darted up and down, glancing quickly.

    It seemed she was switching her gaze between my hands and face.

    Right after, Rashar swiftly reduced the distance of several meters and reached out.

    "Why are you looking through someone's belongings so freely?"

    I calmly handed back the smartphone to Rashar, who had approached hastily.

    Regardless of Ahel's instigation, browsing through her private life wasn't a justifiable action on my part.

    And I was aware that it wasn't something to be proud of.

    "Sorry."

    When I promptly apologized, Rashar narrowed her eyes slightly and said.

    "You're apologizing quite readily."

    "I realize I acted thoughtlessly and intent not to repeat it."

    I shrugged nonchalantly.

    Consequently, Rashar's eyes narrowed even more.

    But she didn't add any more words.

    So, I spoke first.

    "You're curious about what I'm thinking, just ask, I'll answer."

    "...... No need. I think I understand what kind of person you are now."

    "What kind of person am I?"

    "You're the one who will end this war."

    "Well perceived."

    Yes, I intended to end this war.

    "I had a lot of things I wanted to protect."

    That's why I willingly delved deep into the mire.

    Though I ventured too deeply, leading to a tangle of priorities between purpose and means.

    Such was the vivid yearning I bore deep within my heart.

    "There are definitely still many things I wish to protect."

    To be precise, it had arguably increased compared to the past.

    "Now, you're included as well."

    At this unexpected remark, Rashar's eyes doubled in size.

    Ahel, standing nearby, made a rather unpleasant vomiting motion, but I deftly ignored him.

    Instead, I continued speaking, keeping my gaze firmly on the startled Rashar.

    "I'm not good at saying things indirectly."

    More accurately, I didn't plan on being indirect from the start.

    Originally, there wasn't an intention to bring this up so abruptly.

    However, seeing Rashar's viewing history altered my resolve.

    Given how much she researched about me, it couldn't merely be my delusion alone.

    Finding no reason to cautiously plot out the perfect timing, I chose to dive straight in.

    "I have feelings for you. You appear as a woman in my eyes."

    "What, what, what?"

    "I tried to let go of the recurring awkward drifting apart, but I changed my mind."

    Blub blub.

    Rashar began opening and closing her mouth, akin to someone who'd forgotten how to speak.

    To an outsider oblivious to the context, one might think she was struck with aphasia.

    Rashar couldn't easily snap out of it.

    I had no intention of rushing someone clearly flustered.

    And coincidentally, my smartphone vibrated.
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    The word that appeared on the screen was "Sniper".

    Since I had personally set up the situation, I knew he would be released soon.

    Thanks to that, I wasn't too surprised to receive a call at such an abrupt timing.

    Before pressing the answer button, I finished what I had to say to Rashar.

    "I don't mean you should decide immediately. Just think about what I am as a man, not just as a colleague or comrade."

    After wrapping up my words with Rashar, I answered the call and heard a familiar voice.

    『I thought you'd ditch me, but surprisingly you didn't.』

    As always, Sniper got straight to the point without any greetings.

    Truly, there was no need for warm exchanges between him and I.

    "I found a way to get it done without getting involved."

    『You wouldn't have intervened if you felt entangled?』

    "Of course, it was already agreed upon, wasn't it?"

    『...... It's funny watching you try to hide your true feelings.』

    "What?"

    That was nonsense.

    I generally don't like to beat around the bush.

    As I tried to ask what he meant by such words.

    『Nothing. I just wanted to express my gratitude. Thanks to you, I can now return to my daughter.』

    Sniper changed the subject before the conversation could continue.

    "A daughter?"

    『Yeah, she's 8 now. She showed symptoms of autism.』

    The rumors about a terminally ill child weren't entirely wrong, it seemed.

    It appeared he used the divine water I gave him for his daughter.

    『These days, she's excited about learning new things. Thankfully, I can be by her side more often.』

    I didn't know why he was telling me this, but I didn't want to know more. I ended the conversation at an appropriate point.

    "Stop what you're doing for now. The situation has changed."

    『As you command. Let me know if you need anything else.』

    "Of course, I will."

    As the call ended, everyone who had entered the hole returned safely.

    Both Kim Yul and Yang Taeho returned without a hair out of place.

    Back at the table, Kim Yul looked at Rashar, who was still standing, and asked.

    "What's with the atmosphere? Why is she gaping like a goldfish?"

    "Nothing special."

    While I waved off Kim Yul's question, Jordan chatted with the restaurant owner who had returned to the restaurant.

    A brief discussion ensued about how to handle the meal.

    Due to the disaster, we wondered if we could ask the evacuated ones to prepare food again.

    "Since we have a large group, relocating is difficult..."

    "The situation was resolved without incidents, and our establishment wasn't harmed... All the ingredients are ready... no one was significantly surprised or alarmed..."

    Given we had reserved the whole restaurant, it wasn't hard to negotiate with the restaurant owner.

    Soon, the kitchen staff began moving busily.

    We resumed our meal as if nothing happened, and everyone left satisfied after filling their bellies.

    It was an extraordinarily peaceful spring evening.

    * * *

    After the school had been attacked in the past, Hyunwoo had imposed a strict order on the twins.

    - Do not leave the house unless accompanied by a Platinum rank.

    Recalling that day, Yeonwoo pouted and murmured.

    "Honestly, this feels like confinement."

    Jinwoo, sharing a bitter smile, responded.

    "You're not wrong."

    And accompanying them, the Platinum rank, Kim Yul, shrugged and replied.

    "I can't say you're wrong. My conscience stings a bit."

    Then followed the ultimate response from Gamyul.

    "Woof!"

    It was Rice Cake, out on a walk with a leash.

    Kim Yul stroked Rice Cake's head, nestled in Yeonwoo's arms, and continued.

    "Hyunwoo hyung doesn't compromise on this issue, what can we do."

    The restriction on the twins' outings was something he couldn't resolve.

    Fortunately, the twins remained quiet even when Hyunwoo went out to hunt Karklein.

    Neither of them complained too much or expressed significant frustration.

    Consequently, the order imposed on the twins had been relatively well-observed.

    However, today, there seemed to be a hint of a negative reaction, unlike usual.

    Keeping an eye on the twins, Kim Yul added:

    "I can't do anything for you without our brother's permission."

    If they were secretly planning an escape, he needed to deter them.

    "I don't want to forcefully drag you away."

    It was akin to a warning that he couldn't let them get away with misbehavior.

    Understanding the underlying meaning, Yeonwoo sighed deeply and replied.

    "We weren't going to go roaming around. It's just been a bit stifling since going out with our brother once."

    They weren't completely restricted from leaving the house.

    The twins, like now, sometimes went for walks with Rice Cake.

    Usually, it was for an hour or two after lunch.

    Kim Yul or Yang Taeho arranged their time to accompany them accordingly.

    Though the frequency was limited to about two to three times a week, which wasn't a lot.

    'What can we do but follow along?'

    Yeonwoo didn't intend to sulk about wanting to go out.

    Neither she nor Jinwoo, who was sometimes more assertive than her, yearned much to venture outside anymore.

    Now, they understood that their stubbornness for their satisfaction could extend harm to innocent others.

    "Having a walk like this is more than enough, let's think positively."

    Nodding at Jinwoo's words, Yeonwoo placed Rice Cake, whom she had been embracing, down on the ground.

    Having come for a walk at a nearby park, they savored the warm daytime in May, which had just begun to heat up.

    They took a break at a café, ordering drinks.

    *Ka-tok, ka-tok.*

    A message notification pinged from Jinwoo's smartphone, occupying his pocket.

    As Jinwoo glanced at his device, his eyes widened slightly.

    He swiftly skimmed the screen and then asked Kim Yul beside him.

    "Hey, hey, did a hole open at the banquet yesterday?"

    "What? Oh, yeah. How did you know? Did your brother tell you?"

    "No, it's apparently on the community board. Friends are asking."

    "Huh?"

    Sipping his drink, Kim Yul took Jinwoo's smartphone in hand. The post that stirred curiosity among the community was rather lengthy.

    「Title: Business Owners, do You Accept Player Group Customers?

    Just as it says, lol! In a time like this, player group customers are such a blessing.

    Yesterday, there was a Palao Guild executive dinner at the restaurant I work at!

    Saw all the famous players from Palao—Ho Hyunwoo, Kim Yul, Yang Taeho, and more.
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    Recognized? Okay, let's dive into the story, shall we?

    So there I was, busy chopping ingredients in the kitchen.

    Suddenly, there's a sudden whole opening. Players come rushing into the kitchen, telling us to evacuate. I was so flustered.

    On the way out, I saw general-rank monsters neatly laid in the restaurant's outdoor garden...
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    At first, I didn't even realize they were monster corpses. But then, I noticed stars on their heads?

    Caught in awe, watching other players gear up and smoothly enter the hole, lol!
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    I thought I was watching a string of sausages lolololol.

    Then, after evacuating for about 30? 40 minutes? I returned to find everything resolved, lol!

    I got back to slicing onions as if nothing happened? Is this even real? A sudden hole opened?

    While going home, I seriously wondered if I even evacuated, lol.

    The last time a hole opened near my house, monsters came out raising hell, but this time, it was entirely different, lol.

    Never seen such calm hole handling in my life.

    I understood why property values rise where famous guilds are located. I suddenly wanted to move and be neighbors with players.

    Want to neighbor with players!」

    It seemed to be written by a restaurant staff, with vivid photos attached.

    And it wasn't just this post.

    CCTV footage of the restaurant from that day had already spread widely.

    The scene most mentioned in comments under the video was...

    'The moment when the general-ranks appeared while we dined.'

    Everyone, as if on cue, paused their chopstick actions to gaze at the outdoor garden.

    - Lolol, general-ranks dudes, why do you stop coming out? Lol, you're completely different from the ones at Jongno.

    - Poor monsters, do I feel sorry for them?

    - Why did it pop up during Palao Guild's dinner?

    - Do I look insane feeling bad for the general-rank?

    - Didn't mean to cross, did they...

    - Whoa, a 1-minute defeat of four general-ranks? For real?

    - Please be precise. It was a 49-second defeat, thank you.

    - Why is no one panicking? Everyone is so calm.

    - It's bitter. They look way too accustomed..

    Kim Yul briefly pondered over the video and reactions.

    'Feels like it was released on purpose.'

    Though nothing was verbally passed down, he suspected the guild's PR team might have undertaken it.

    'Perhaps led by Hyunwoo himself.'

    Hyunwoo had consistently strived to foster a favorable perception of players.

    He had strived to instill reassurance that civilians were safe, rather than endangered, due to players.

    This video definitely seemed to aid in establishing that image.

    Of course, it might not have been his directive, but he should be informed regardless.

    'Need to post it on my account too.'

    Kim Yul relayed the link of the video to Hyunwoo, as it had been sent to Jinwoo, then posted a new entry on his account.

    The moment he precisely pressed the post button, Kim Yul's movements abruptly halted.

    'What's this?'

    Immediately, he fully opened his sense of perception.

    Suddenly, that mysterious presence that slightly stirred his nerves felt immeasurably clearer.

    'Is it a person...? Maybe not?'

    Gradually, the presence approached, as if a shadow skimming over the ground.

    Approaching steadily from all directions, targeting precisely where he stood.

    Moving with a clear purpose.

    'An attack amidst a downtown street?'

    He hesitated to think it could be true, but saying "what if" had cost people before.

    Barely furrowing his brows, Kim Yul quickly stood up.

    The approaching presences hadn't amounted to ten.

    In the brief moment of hesitation, they'd already well surpassed twenty.

    "Get up."

    Kim Yul grabbed the twins by their arms and swiftly pulled them out of the café.

    "Why suddenly!"

    "What's happening?"

    Alarmed, Yeonwoo and Jinwoo followed Kim Yul, each voicing a word.

    However, rather than explaining the situation, Kim Yul prioritized distancing from the unknown presences surrounding them from all corners.

    However.

    'We're already surrounded.'

    The fact that the encirclement was being systematically narrowed down meant it was deliberate.

    'Not good.'

    Finding themselves ensnared by unknown figures right in the heart of the city.

    One wrong move could mean casualties among civilians.

    Just as he swiftly contemplated what to do.

    *Sasa-sak.*

    A scuttling sound, akin to an insect moving?

    Or perhaps the sound of delicate fabric brushing against the floor.

    The curious presence drew closer, emerging between the hustling people.

    Causing the furrow on Kim Yul's brow to deepen.

    'It was a human?'

    Eyes, nose, mouth, head, arms, legs, clothes, shoes, and bags.

    At a glance, they appeared as ordinary people you might find anywhere.

    Certainly, it wasn't the aura of a human.

    'No mana detected either.'

    The biggest difference lay in the eyes.

    They were completely unfocused, as if they were drugged.

    Somehow, they had pushed through the crowded street to encompass the twins and Kim Yul.

    "What's this? Filming?"

    "Hey, isn't that Kim Yul?"

    "Wow, those are his siblings from K!"

    The situation was far from ideal.

    With no clear understanding of the state of affairs, randomly yelling to evacuate would only cause chaos in the area.

    Nor could they engage in battle as things stood.

    Such a move would assuredly cause unignorable damage.

    'Securing the kids' safety first.'

    Kim Yul whispered to the twins.

    "Get your artifacts out."
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    Chapter 256. A Glimpse of the Future (4)

    Near Hwaseong, Gyeonggi Province.

    The news that a large number of monsters had poured out due to inadequate response to the Hole was heard early in the morning.

    The official request for support through the guild line came shortly after.

    Hearing that Rashar had volunteered occurred around the same time.

    "I thought we could have lunch together."

    For me, who was planning a private meeting with her, it wasn't delightful news.

    Of course, I couldn't stop someone who was committed to fulfilling their role.

    If I wanted to be with Rashar, instead of preventing her from going, I just needed to follow her.

    Having finished any pressing matters, I thought it would be a perfect opportunity to visit while taking a stroll.

    So, several hours after moving to Hwaseong with her, I confirmed Rashar swinging her sword beside me.

    "She's not looking at my eyes."

    I could see she was consciously avoiding my gaze.

    However, it wasn't as if she would flee or ignore me if I spoke to her.

    "As long as she doesn't run away, it's fine."

    I had no intention of pressing or cornering her unnecessarily.

    For now, I just focused on following Rashar's lead, severing the limbs or spines of the monsters.

    They were all insignificant, ordinary monsters that hadn't evolved.

    Killing them one by one, step by step, felt somewhat like going on a date, which wasn't entirely unpleasant.

    After intensely wielding the spear for a while,

    "...... Are you not killing them?"

    Rashar, who was glancing back, asked me.

    I also turned around.

    Instead of killing them, a pile of incapacitated monsters was left behind.

    The ones severing the monsters' lifelines were the Silver rank players from the Palao Guild following us.

    "I'm too stingy to waste them."

    Initially, I could have used an area-wide skill to incinerate them all.

    But I intended to refrain unless a particularly dangerous situation arose.

    I no longer had a reason to absorb mana.

    Others following would finish off the creatures I incapacitated.

    Upon this realization, Rashar began sparing monsters as well.

    Seeing me observing her keenly, she muttered an apologetic explanation.

    "I didn't think that far because I don't absorb mana... I'm sorry."

    "No need to apologize."

    I didn't think it was a matter requiring an apology.

    If Rashar was willing to put in the effort to pass on mana to other players, I had no reason to object.

    It would aid in nurturing lower-ranked players into more competent forces.

    Consequently, both Rashar and I focused on incapacitating the monsters without killing them.

    Other than pressing the forced obedience button while observing the purification of the Alphas occasionally, there were no significant incidents.

    Hours passed—one hour, two hours, three hours.

    There was hardly any power left in the monsters that survived.

    Checking the wristwatch, it was past 1 PM.

    I slyly moved beside Rashar and asked,

    "It looks like things are wrapping up. Want to grab lunch together? Anything you feel like eating?"

    Rashar flinched and then turned slowly to face me.

    "Not particularly... something simple will do."

    "Then I'll choose the place?"

    "...... As you wish."

    Using my left hand, I searched for nearby restaurants while swinging the spear with my right.

    Thunk.

    A dull sound followed, and then I suddenly realized.

    "Oops, killed it."

    I had intended just to sever its spine, but I had accidentally split it entirely in two.

    It was a moment to realize anew how weak ordinary monsters that hadn't evolved were.

    'In the past, I had to struggle desperately to defeat these things.'

    It was also a stark illustration of just how much stronger I had become compared to the past.

    Smiling faintly at this realization while retracting my spear,

    Vision filled with the familiar sight of towering buildings that I had seen my entire life, even though I was looking at the corpses of the monsters.

    Rice Cake had linked my sight.

    "Is she on a stroll?"

    Time-wise, it was when the twins would go out briefly after lunch. The location was near the house.

    Wondering if something had happened that required vision-linking, Kim Yul's voice soon followed.

    - Bring out the relic.

    Watching the twins following the command without any resistance, I realized it.

    'Why do those eyes look like that?'

    The pupils of the people surrounding Kim Yul and the twins appeared strange.

    Their focus wasn't sharp; they looked unfocused and dazed.

    As soon as this realization hit, a sudden dazzling light burst forth.

    Rice Cake had returned to its original size.

    - Rrrr...!

    Immediately, it bristled its fur, growling fiercely.

    It was ready to lash out at the things around it.

    - Aaah! It's a monster!

    - Damn, that's Rice Cake!

    - Amazing! Cool!

    Despite the surrounding noise, Rice Cake persistently growled, eyeing a specific spot.

    The connection with it was momentarily lost then.

    Fortunately, the chaotic silence didn't last long.

    In the brief stillness before the vision was reestablished, the first thing that came into view was black smoke, rising from somewhere unknown.

    Next were the resounding cries of people screaming all around.

    - Roaaaar!

    Sparks of blue seemed to flicker on Rice Cake's body as it howled ferociously.

    - Rice Cake!

    - Are you crazy?! Want to see me go nuts?! Come here now!

    There was Kim Yul, shouting in a fierce tone, and beside him, the silhouette of Yeonwoo was visible.

    Just as Kim Yul snatched Yeonwoo's arm and pulled her close, lightning struck.

    To be precise, the sparks emanating from Rice Cake's body zapped the figure in front of her.

    Taken aback by the suddenly unfolding situation, I stood frozen in place.

    'This is...'

    It was a fragment of a future I had seen through Meferoseta's authority on a day long past.

    Now that day seemed to have arrived.

    'From Rice Cake's body...'

    Superficially, it resembled materialized attribute mana, much like my own, but what was that?

    Amidst the confusion swirling in my mind, I forced my body into motion.

    With the twins attacked by these mysterious entities, I resolved to intervene immediately.

    Summoning Gilenios, who must have been lounging at home, was essential for rapid transport.

    Moments after pressing the call button.

    "... They've escaped."

    I could confirm through my connection with Rice Cake that the twins were no longer there.

    Given that Jin-Woo had been fiddling with an artifact just before, it seemed they had utilized a mobility relic.

    "Whew."

    Knowing the twins had left the scene considerably eased my worries.

    Even if those entities pursued with some specific ability, they wouldn't pose a threat.

    The house was guarded by the Defense Tree, after all.

    However, Kim Yul and Rice Cake were still present.

    Some black worm-like things were relentlessly chasing after Kim Yul.

    And yet, Gilenios, who should have always been on standby, wasn't responding.

    Resolving to re-educate him after this situation ends, I ended the current call and prepared to reach out for some help from Ahel.

    Before I could initiate the call, a sense of dread froze me in place.

    "Why all of a sudden..."

    "K?"

    There was no time to respond to Rashar's call.

    One of the apostles linked to me through status had disappeared.

    'There should be a total of six apostles, including the newly selected one.'

    But only five were discernible.

    Attempting to assess who had lost the connection, my smartphone buzzed loudly in hand.

    The caller ID displayed Yang Taeho.

    It was his existence, among my apostles, that had vanished.

    'Hyung would be on standby at the Association today.'

    Hastily answering the call, thankfully, a composed voice came through.

    『The situation seemed slightly off, hence I'm calling.』

    Luckily, Yang Taeho seemed unharmed.

    "What's happening?"

    『Some folks showed up wielding something weird. It looked like tentacles, but with teeth on its head; kinda like creepy worms.』

    "Worms?"

    Reflexively, I corroborated with the black entities observed through Rice Cake's vision.

    『Barking to high heaven as if to consume something, then spew it out. When I sliced it, it turned into smoke, and out of curiosity, I let it fasten onto me. Felt like something sucking my energy continuously.』

    Since then, he mentioned, he couldn't employ my authority.

    I didn't precisely grasp the situation yet, but I had witnessed black smoke through Rice Cake's vision.

    "Do you need support? I'll alert the guild right away. I'm currently needed with Yul; something's arisen there."

    Through Rice Cake's connection, I saw Kim Yul arduously eluding the black worms without directly attacking them.

    Perhaps he hesitated because they resembled humans or due to the crowd around.

    Heading to Kim Yul took precedence.

    『Don't worry about me. Other players are holding them off. By the way, sorry for losing something right after becoming an apostle.』

    "That's fine. If anything else transpires, please relay right away...."

    "... Get lost! What are these crazy things?!"

    Before I could finish speaking, Gilenios emerged with a string of invective.

    "I'll pass along any new information."

    I swiftly concluded the call with Yang Taeho.

    Right after, Gilenios, seemingly in disarray, scrambled to shut the gap while directing his query at me.

    "What, what, what the heck is that?! It wants to swallow me whole? Do you know anything?!"

    Judging by his description, it appeared he too had encountered a black tentacle-like creature.

    Even if I knew, I wouldn't be here like this.

    'Kim Yul, Taeho hyung, and Gilenios...'

    As these three individuals underwent a similar experience, a chill swept through me.

    I swiftly input a different number into my smartphone to make contact.

    As expected, both Lily and Ethan were also embroiled in similar incidents.

    "Don't get bitten at any cost."

    After warning both Lily and Ethan individually, I disconnected and momentarily reorganized my thoughts.

    'The target wasn't the twins to begin with.'

    They were targeting my apostles.

    Both Kim Yul and Lily, including newly ordained apostles Gilenios, Yang Taeho, and Ethan, were all under attack, leaving no room for doubt.

    'Was Rashar excluded because she was with me?'

    In the worst-case scenario, every other divine apostle aside from mine might have been targets.

    'Their aim... is the status.'

    Seeing that Yang Taeho could no longer utilize my authority probably boiled it down.

    Making up my mind, I promptly pulled Rashar alongside me and instructed her.

    "Until the situation clears up, stay close to me. Gilenios, head over to Kim Yul."

    "Ah hell, I don't want to go..."

    "Move."

    I shot a sharp look at Gilenios.

    "Damn it, damn it... Why is there no peaceful day?!"

    While venting his frustration, Gilenios begrudgingly assumed a stance, channeling my authority to open a path.

    I thrust my spear ahead as I crossed into the new space.

    "Kyaaa!"

    Vetroban's spear pierced through the chest of a person flailing a black tongue in front of Kim Yul.

    Despite its presence, no mana was detected.

    Narrowing my eyes, I retrieved the spear, causing black blood to drizzle onto the ground.

    "Bring Camellia,"

    I ordered Gilenios.

    "Yes, yes."

    No sooner had Gilenios left than Kim Yul approached me.

    "Hyung!"

    "What were you hesitating for with obviously suspicious people?"

    "I was trying to be cautious! What if they were brainwashed or something?!"

    In such cases, keeping them alive but incapacitated should suffice.

    "If their blood is red, I could understand, but for black blood, what's there to be cautious about? Don't waste time, just deal with it."

    "Yes, sir!"

    Finally, Kim Yul infused his dagger with mana and geared up for a full-fledged hunt.

    "Don't let your guard down."

    I'd prefer not to have the status stripped due to getting bitten.

    Leaving my stern reminder, I proceeded to behead the impaled entity.

    「The corrupted status is absorbed.」

    「Corrupted status exists within the body. Check the chaos level.」

    「Divine status contamination commences.」

    「Prompt purification of the corrupted status is advised.」

    Rather than mana, the absorption pertained to status.

    This revelation enabled me to identify who was behind this mayhem.

    "Agnotia's forces."

    Remnants of the status clearly contained traces of Agnotia.

    Damned System

    TL's Corner:

    Agnotia's on the move.

  
    Chapter 357

    Chapter 357. A Glimpse of the Future (5)

    I did not know how this creature that looked like a human was made.

    "If mages were involved, it's not so surprising."

    I had seen with my own eyes the various traces of biological experiments conducted in the tower.

    This must have been one of the results of those experiments.

    "Rashar, clear out the civilians."

    "Oh, got it."

    Rashar approached the people either screaming or holding up cameras.

    Meanwhile, I crouched down and flipped over a corpse lying on the ground with my spear.

    "It really looks exactly like a human..."

    Inside, however, was nothing but a lump of soft flesh. There were no essential organs like the heart, lungs, or stomach that are required for survival.

    This was not a human, but it was hard to distinguish by appearance alone. The texture of the skin and the body temperature were identical to a human's.

    It even wore clothes familiar to us from modern times.

    "Civilians' naked eyes wouldn't be able to distinguish this."

    Of course, even players could not easily identify them.

    "There was no mana at all."

    The ones Kim Yul was dealing with were definitely present, yet I could not sense even a hint of mana from them.

    Even the wild birds that roamed the streets possessed mana.

    'It's like a ghost.'

    No, "puppet" might be a more fitting description. Without mana, it would be impossible to find them using detection magic.

    It seemed the only way was to compare mana detected and visually distinct life forms.

    "This is going to be troublesome."

    If these things had already seeped all over Earth, there was no way to prevent social chaos.

    I sighed deeply and contacted the guild. As the conversation dragged on, my expression hardened.

    Seeing this, Rashar returned after driving away the civilians and asked,

    "Is the situation really that bad?"

    After ending the call, I let out a sigh and replied,

    "It's hard to say it's good. According to the information the guild received, other gods' apostles seem to have been attacked too."

    "Are apostles being targeted?"

    "It seems so, just judging by the current circumstances."

    Just as I had targeted nemesis-rank and general-rank to seize status, now the enemies had begun hunting apostles from our side.

    The question was why they needed the status.

    "I thought their priority was to absorb divinity."

    The reason the enemies started this war was to artificially secure divinity by devouring other life forms.

    There seemed to be no reason to steal status unless they were planning to create a new god now.

    "Are they just trying to weaken our forces?"

    Perhaps since the apostles couldn't possess divinity, they only took status. It was frustrating not to have concrete answers.

    I looked down at the mysterious puppet corpse before me and sighed again.

    "I'm getting tired of being led around like this."

    I wondered if I should plant a spy using a traitor. First, I needed to find a way to eradicate these puppets that might be spreading across Earth.

    Just as I could not suppress the sigh that escaped me, the long-awaited arrival made itself known as the air tore apart.

    "You really don't give me a day's break, do you?"

    "Camellia."

    I was worried since other apostles had been attacked too, but fortunately, she seemed unharmed.

    I spoke firmly to her as she complained about the frequent summons.

    "We're already in this together, so let's suffer together, shall we? We're in this for the same side after all."

    "If that wasn't the case, I wouldn't come just because you called."

    Clicking her tongue, Camellia approached and murmured as she looked down at the puppet corpse.

    "It's not just me."

    "All apostles around the world have been hit. The target is presumed to be status."

    "Oh..."

    "Now that you're aware of the situation, stay in Korea for a while. We still need Finelpenia's authority on our side."

    "It sounds like you're not planning to take care of me if I can't use my authority?"

    "What I mean is that we need that power to keep the upper hand."

    "Your words are not to my liking, but I refuse to be incompetent. Prepare a residence for me."

    "I'll have it arranged."

    After a rather lengthy conversation, Camellia began her work. The results came out quickly.

    "It's blocked."

    It wasn't an unforeseen situation. In the past, I would have found myself incapable in this situation.

    But much had changed over time. Lowering myself next to the corpse, I reached out my hand.

    Focusing, I sensed faint yet present clusters of power. It was the corrupted divinity I had encountered numerous times.

    It resembled a tangled thread. The decision to tamper with it was short-lived.

    "There are many corpses."

    Testing it on one puppet shouldn't pose a significant problem.

    My hand, extended over the puppet's body, emitted a golden thunder.

    Zap!

    At first, the corpse was simply scorched by the thunder.

    Crackle!

    As I increased the intensity of the thunder several times, I understood. The reason the corrupted divinity could remain pooled without dispersing.

    There was a cluster acting as a focal point. Destroying it with the thunder, finally,

    Pssss.

    A black smoke-like substance began seeping out from the puppet's otherwise empty body. Then, I turned to Camellia and said,

    "Please give it another try."

    "Hmm."

    Camellia, who had been observing me with interest, began reading the records again.

    It was when Kim Yul had finished dealing with the horde of puppets and approached.

    "It took quite a while."

    "They're pretty swift. They rank at least as General-rank."

    A puppet that resembled humans with combat abilities above General-rank.

    "It seems to have been modeled after players."

    I decided to wait until Camellia's investigation was complete. Turning my gaze from the puppet, I got up.

    Seeing this, Rice Cake, who had been sitting quietly to the side, suddenly sprang to its feet and began wagging its tail vigorously, as if asking for attention.

    For waiting patiently without rushing while urgent matters were at hand, I found it quite commendable.

    I stretched out my hand, my expression softening a bit, and Rice Cake dashed over, rubbing its face against mine.

    Ruffling his fur around the neck, I said,

    "So what was that earlier? Can you use my mana?"

    Rice Cake snorted and lifted his head, surrounding itself with sparks once again.

    It was clearly something it wanted to show me, an expression of pride. It seemed quite pleased with its own transformation.

    "I see..."

    I had been feeding him my mana the whole time. I never imagined it would be able to use it. Unexpectedly, it became a bit of an asset in this unexpected moment.

    "It was worth feeding you all this time."

    Even when Rice Cake emitted sparks, my mana didn't diminish.

    Unlike when an apostle used authority and my divinity decreased, it was entirely an independent power increase.

    "I should take the time to gauge the firepower properly."

    After Rice Cake retracted its sparks, I confirmed another thing.

    "When that thing appeared earlier, you reverted to your form immediately. Did you sense something odd?"

    If it had, maybe Rice Cake could help us handle this situation. Holding some hope, I asked.

    Rice Cake nudged its head against mine. Then, as usual, it connected our vision, and it was indeed something different this time.

    "This is incredible."

    I could see the detailed flow of mana on a person's shadow. As Rice Cake turned his gaze, Kim Yul came into focus.

    The constant circulation of mana outlining his body appeared as if a living anatomical model was at work, like what I'd seen in science classes.

    It seemed to be a sight impossible for human eyes to see.

    Today I learned that Rice Cake seemed to be able to see the flow of mana.

    "Indeed, with these eyes, you could distinguish the puppets."

    Unfortunately, Rice Cake was the only one of his kind on Earth.

    Unless another was found in Bihar, it would be impossible for Rice Cake alone to select all the puppets worldwide.

    I shook off my solitary expectations, thinking,

    "It's safe to have you protect the twins."

    He could detect any strange puppets approaching. Having confirmed everything with Rice Cake, my smartphone began vibrating in my left hand.

    Checking the screen, it showed an unknown number, an international one.

    I briefly memorized the number and pressed the call button.

    "Who is this?"

    The caller was someone unexpected.

    「It's Ranjo, Meferoseta's apostle.」

    I knew his name and background details, but we had not contacted each other since. Naturally, we had never shared personal bonds.

    Though I valued Finelpenia's authority highly, I saw little use for Meferoseta's authority.

    「Seeing glimpses of the future, then being caught in an endless spiral of imagination, is pointless.」

    I had once speculated about Yang Taeho and Gilenios's relationship, trying everything I could.

    I was convinced that being able to see the future held little value. Thus, even though I'd heard he assisted players before the gate closure, I remained vigilant.

    Not possessing a useful ability and being an apostle of a god who had attacked Palao, there was no reason to trust him.

    Why had Ranjo contacted me first? How did he get my number?

    I was about to concoct multiple thoughts when Ranjo abruptly said,

    「We need to go now.」

    He started spouting seemingly nonsensical words.

    "What are you suddenly talking about?"

    「I'm not able to see often, but on that side, they've sealed the divinity on a large scale. Hence, I'm secretly sneaking around to watch. I know it's hard to believe, but if you don't trust what I am saying, you're going to regret it. It's the last chance to catch it easily in a sealed state!」

    "What are you talking about with this 'chance'?"

    「Ah, right. Yes, please ask your god to protect me from causality. Then I can speak directly.」

    From his urgent voice, I sensed he was desperate for me to hear this. He intended to reveal something he saw with Meferoseta's authority.

    Since he was taking an action excluded from causality, he requested protection.

    After a brief silence, I looked up at the air. Ever since killing the first puppet, I had distinctly felt the presence of the system patrol.

    "Is it possible?"

    The answer came quickly.

    「The Trait Berserker is activating.」

    「The system is shifting to support mode. Support target: Player Kang Hyunwoo.」

    《System Message》

    《The location of Ranjo Kannos has been confirmed. Proceed.》

    After checking the system's message, I spoke.

    "Tell me what you saw."

    The pause on the other end of the phone lasted only a moment.

    Taking a deep breath, ranzoh spoke in a trembling voice.

    「A few days ago, I saw you and Meferoseta standing together. There was quite a large castle in the background. After researching, I found out it was the Kremlin Grand Palace. More specifically, it seemed to be around Red Square.」

    It was news that made my eyes widen.

    Damned System
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    The god of Bihar had crossed over to Earth? And even into the material realm?

    'Let alone beings beyond specification, other gods from different dimensions should be blocked by the Damned System.'

    What were the chances that it had been breached?

    《System Message》

    《It's not impossible. In reality, it wasn't recognized that those entities with status had crossed over to Earth. They could be exploiting a hole, or mages might be involved.》

    If the enemies had found a way to deceive the System's gaze, it wouldn't be impossible.

    I realized Ranjo's words might not be an illusion right after recognizing this.

    『And a few minutes ago, I saw a similar scene again. The smartphone that rolled onto the floor with a crash displayed May 8th, 9:34. The sunlight through the smoke indicated morning.』

    Upon hearing this, I raised a window and checked the date.

    'May 8th.'

    If what Ranjo saw was not the date of next year or the year after, then the incident would occur today.

    'There's about a 6-hour time difference between Korea and Russia.'

    Since Korea was approaching 3 o'clock, Russia should be at 9 o'clock.

    Hesitating could mean losing the opportunity.

    However, it was also suspicious that Ranjo had contacted me at such a critical moment.

    "System, what's the reaction of causality?"

    《System Message》

    It's certain that moves were made to exclude Ranjo Kanos. Though it was blocked as promised, there's no guarantee the information is 100% true.

    I agreed. Even if only one of the many contents were true, causality would have moved.

    To delve into the context, I asked Ranjo a question.

    "What's the story about the seal?"

    『Meferoseta sealed her own status and divinity. It's a trick to minimize the cost of staying in the material realm. It's typically not used because of the exposure to danger.』

    Meferoseta had reportedly been living in hiding like that for quite some time.

    The explanations that followed only made my mind more complex.

    『Anyway, therefore, the divinity I can use as an apostle became limited, and the number of times I could use authority significantly reduced. There are also some faith issues.』

    A god, whose ego had grown oversized, wanting to remain in the material realm so desperately—what could be the reason?

    Even with the explanation, my suspicions didn't ease; rather, they deepened.

    However, time wasn't on my side.

    'If I'm going, I should move before it's too late.'

    If Meferoseta had really walked into my sight herself.

    'I shouldn't let her leave easily.'

    Even if this turned out to be a trap set by Ranjo and Meferoseta, it was worth the risk.

    "Kim Yul."

    Having made my decision, I called on the one who could take over the authority right away at that place.

    "Once the verification work in Camellia is completed and results come in, share them with Lily. Then discuss how to handle these puppets and proceed accordingly."

    "Yep!"

    "And, Rashar, I'll give you full authority over the guild, so contact the apostles all over to organize protection personnel. Since you have a previous relationship, it should be easy to convince those who refuse. We need to minimize status leakage without knowing their purpose."

    "Understood."

    The tasks left behind were entrusted to those who remained behind.

    Having given all the urgent instructions, I shouted.

    "To Russia, the Moscow Kremlin Palace!"

    There was no hesitation in my steps as I proceeded toward the path Gilenios opened.

    * * *

    *Rumbling whispers*

    Navigating through the noise made by people.

    Meferoseta took in her surroundings anew.

    Strange languages, unfamiliar sceneries, and strange humans everywhere.

    Standing in a completely foreign place, she observed her surroundings for a moment.

    Meferoseta let out a groan before moving forward again.

    "What a cumbersome body."

    Having a body, which crumbled even before achieving divinity in the past, again was challenging in many ways.

    The hunger and coldness long forgotten over the ages were wearying.

    The heavy gravity, dragging insistently toward the ground, was tiresome at every moment.

    The fact that nothing could be felt unless reliant on the body's senses brought only fear.

    The body, made of flesh and blood, was a shackle confining Meferoseta.

    Yet, Meferoseta endured everything.

    All of this was for her survival.

    Meferoseta continued to move forward, trying to distance herself from the vivid impact of the past.

    That day, she had seen with her own eyes the moment of being wiped out by an outsider's hand beyond causality, in a vast realm.

    For the first time since achieving divinity, she felt humiliation.

    The memory of that day grew into a giant nightmare, feeding on anger and fear.

    To think she would be devoured by a future divinity to be born.

    That her end would be nothing worth mentioning!

    The statistically predetermined future was gradually closing in on every moment of her existence.

    'For all the status I achieved, to disappear meaninglessly like this?'

    Meferoseta gritted her teeth, struggling to evade the foretold future.

    This was her sole reason for existence at the present moment.

    Attacking Palao in the past.

    Allowing Angramoti to escape, breaking her promises with other gods.

    All were attempts to disrupt the birth of a divinity that would devour her.

    Palao was leading the birth of that divinity.

    Earth was home to humans who had yet to achieve divinity.

    Stealthily obstructing the birth of a new god, her machinations proceeded intricately beneath the surface.

    Of course, the results weren't particularly favorable.

    'The god of the Earth was more adept than I expected.'

    Due to that, although allowing Angramoti to reach Earth ended in failure, she managed to buy time.

    Her annihilation was delayed by several years.

    Having a chance to change the future, there was no stopping her.

    Meferoseta embarked on a quest for new pawns to achieve her aim, selecting Agnotia as the sacrifice.

    'There isn't an easier one to handle than that girl.'

    A god who isn't profound, can't conceal motives, and remains true to her desires.

    An idiot who idolizes ruggedness and dullness as Purity and achieved divinity.

    Meferoseta evaluated Agnotia's level as merely that.

    While Meferoseta was a great being, perceiving probabilities of the future, Agnotia merely saw the inner thoughts of others, visible even to a human's eye.

    Her disdain emerging from the past was unimaginably rooted deep in history.

    Agnotia's chronic problem was the basis for Meferoseta's disregard for her.

    'What's the use of many devotees? When the status accumulated isn't commendable.'

    The status Agnotia amassed by living honestly and sincerely wasn't impressive.

    After all, these were things anyone could achieve if they set their mind to it.

    Distinctly different from other gods who achieved status by overcoming trials impossible for most.

    Thus, the faith of the believers wasn't remarkable, and the accumulation of divinity was inevitably slow.

    Meferoseta exploited these flaws of Agnotia.

    She sowed the idea that there were different methods to obtain divinity.

    Moreover, she helped Agnotia absorb pieces of Palao's divinity multiple times.

    With success stories, she'd pursue even more passionately.

    'In that process, Agnotia's divinity seemed somewhat corrupted, though.'

    It was a matter outside of Meferoseta's concern.

    Consequently, Agnotia was fixated on consuming rather than gathering divinity.

    She began trailing behind the human set to become a new divinity.

    It was pleasing if Agnotia succeeded, but was prepared for failure too.

    In the era when outsiders were rapidly ascending.

    Meferoseta hid in the material realm by sealing her status and divinity, minimizing her presence.

    'My death always lay beyond causality.'

    Hence, she believed it might be possible to avert annihilation while dwelling in the material realm.

    With status and divinity sealed, her presence became exceedingly faint.

    Therefore, she could bide her time in the material realm, paying the minimum cost to causality.

    While blending in with inanimate puppets, Meferoseta quietly crossed to Earth.

    Earth's traitors, conspiring with mages, aided in the transition.

    She overheard talk related to strange concoctions.

    However, none of it concerned Meferoseta.

    What mattered was hiding until her destined annihilation vanished.

    Having undergone a lengthy process to reach Earth, she'd been here for months now.

    Pulling tight the clothes snatched from a street vagrant, Meferoseta used her authority.

    Once again, she witnessed the same future from that day.

    'Still, still.'

    The future of annihilation at the hands of an outsider beyond causality still barred her path.

    The persistent vision of the same future for months unnerved her.

    'Did I perhaps make a wrong choice?'

    To overcome this unease, she repeatedly convinced herself.

    She was safe in the material realm.

    It had to be so. Yet why.

    "Could it be?"

    Accompanied by sudden mutterings, an unexpected, rough grip encircled her neck.

    "It's no wonder you're hard to find. Almost missed you right under my nose."

    An eerie chill swept through her body at the familiar voice she had heard somewhere before.

    - Don't feel too unjust; I'll put your divinity to good use.

    It was the voice that had pronounced her death countless times in the future, unheard anywhere else.

    * * *

    Not much time remained until the moment Ranjo claimed to have seen.

    While pressured by urgency, I discreetly searched throughout Red Square for Meferoseta.

    However, I couldn't spot anyone resembling Meferoseta.

    There was no feeling of the overwhelming presence unique to gods, nor any trace of divinity detected.

    'Even with the Inheritance Candidate Trait, I was unable to pinpoint the location of divinity.'

    To dwell in the material realm, one must pay a price to causality.

    It means some level of divinity is required.

    Yet, I felt nothing.

    'Barely maintaining her life with such feeble divinity untraceable even by Trait detection, I suppose.'

    Thanks to that, locating her proved challenging.

    The urgency increased as the relentless Invisibility of Meferoseta taunted me.

    What if Ranjo had lied?

    'Perhaps this was a plot to have me vacate my place.'

    Just then, as I was about to call those remaining in Korea to check on the situation.

    A fleeting, vanishing trace of divinity felt almost like an illusion.

    And right after, it vanished.

    It transpired so swiftly that dismissing it as momentary fantasy wouldn't have been bizarre.

    Yet upon sensing the divinity, I stamped the ground and sprinted toward the direction it was sensed.

    But all I could see was hurried passersby.

    Even amid doubt, a corner of my heart held conviction.

    Though the Trait hadn't activated, I surely sensed it.

    Therefore, I already reached for the direction from which the divinity had vanished.

    "Could it be?"

    In momentary coincidence, clenching the back of the neck of a person in that direction.

    「Inheritance Candidate Trait is activated.」

    「There is divinity within 500 meters capable of being seized.」

    Only then did I unmistakably feel the faint divinity.

    So thinly elusive, like a near-invisible thread or cobweb, yet undoubtedly divinity.

    "No wonder you're hard to find. Almost missed you right under my nose."

    Thinking I might have missed her by a hair, my heart clenched with tension for the first time in a while.

    Breathing a deep sigh of relief, I immediately tightened my grip.

    Given her status and divinity were said to be sealed, she was likely exceptionally vulnerable.

    I intended to snap her neck right then.

    Of course, that attempt ended in failure.

    "You leech-like bastard, finally...!"

    As Meferoseta's presence rapidly began to swell, filling the surroundings and spreading in all directions.

    The gigantic explosion occured.
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    KABOOM-!

    The Red Square of the Kremlin Grand Palace, and the surrounding urban areas were all caught in the explosion.

    The smartphone I held in my left hand was tossed to the ground.

    It disintegrated into dust from the explosion.

    At the moment when the future Ranjo envisioned was realized, I thrust the spear I had retrieved from the spatial magic tool.

    A golden destructive thunder unleashed a terrifying light to obliterate the enemy in front of me.

    The target was one and only one.

    It was Meferoseta, expanding her presence like an ever-inflating balloon right before my eyes.

    If I could have pierced through and ended everything in one go, it would have been perfect.

    Thud!

    Seizing the moment of the explosion, Meferoseta slipped from my grip and urgently deployed her divinity.

    Golden divinity swirled and formed, blocking the path of my spear.

    There was no doubt that it was Meferoseta's divinity.

    'Thought it might be easy since she's non-combat type.'

    I didn't expect she'd be able to use divinity so skillfully without any authority.

    Even though my first move was blocked, I wasn't deterred. I retrieved the spear and thrust it again.

    Meferoseta reached out desperately.

    A divine shield appeared in front of her, once again blocking my spear.

    This time, however, there was no need to regret it.

    "Argh!"

    One of the thunders fell from the sky, striking Meferoseta directly.

    Immediately, something else began to approach, aiming at Meferoseta.

    "No!"

    A colossal presence came rushing in, intent on swallowing Meferoseta whole.

    'Causality!'

    It was only natural; Meferoseta had unsealed herself.

    It appeared to claim its rightful payment for lingering in the material world in such a large form.

    'I never thought I would feel so grateful for causality.'

    I swung my spear sharply at Meferoseta, who was desperately trying to survive against causality.

    It was the perfect opportunity to strike the gap in her defense.

    Unfortunately, though, it didn't quite reach Meferoseta.

    A massive scythe-like form appeared from her hand, vehemently deflecting my spear.

    Subsequently, Meferoseta retreated once more within her divine shield.

    It was similar to creating a barrier, crafting a protective golden shield around herself.

    Without additional attacks, I took a step back.

    Without figuring out a way to penetrate it, reckless attacks would only waste my divinity.

    While catching my breath, I briefly glared at Meferoseta who had entered the self-imposed prison.

    'Causality...... has vanished.'

    If that's the case, there's a low chance that causality will emerge again to threaten Meferoseta.

    She would continue to pay the appropriate price to prevent that from happening.

    'I can't disregard the status and experience she's accumulated.'

    I carefully analyzed the current situation.

    'It's not that she can't fight at all.'

    Although her approach was somewhat defensive, she had experience.

    Things were bound to be different from hunting the mindless Karkleins that only tore and killed.

    'Nevertheless, I still have the upper hand.'

    Meferoseta's sudden incarnation had caused irreversible damage to civilians and cultural heritage.

    Analyzing the battlefield coldly, however, the situation was in my favor.

    I existed in the material world and even if I used authority to interfere with the material world, I didn't have to pay causality.

    It meant that activating the destructive thunder required no calculations.

    'Meanwhile, from the moment she remains here to using her divinity, everything is restricted.'

    This was very promising for someone like me with a notably limited amount of divinity.

    'I don't understand why she hasn't transferred beyond causality.'

    There was no need to chase her off if she willingly stayed in the battlefield advantageous to me.

    Grinning from ear to ear, I adjusted my grip on the spear.

    I didn't need to worry about causing further destruction in a place where everything was already destroyed by the explosion.

    'First, let's see if I can break through with maximum output.'

    With all my might, I launched the spear imbued with the destructive thunder.

    BOOM!

    A majestic impact spread in every direction, incomparable to the previous collision.

    The blast's aftermath pushed clouds aside, the sky which had shone brilliantly blue.

    The ground was covered with the rubble of ransacked buildings.

    Everything trembled, unable to withstand the shock.

    It was a collision worthy of shattering the world.

    Despite that, Meferoseta's divinity-shielded barrier did not break.

    Still, I didn't relent.

    If I was to give up this easily, I would have never embarked on a mission to hunt gods.

    'If this doesn't work, next.'

    There was no rule saying I couldn't break through just because it hadn't happened yet.

    I retreated further from her robust divine shield.

    While stepping back, I gathered divinity as I caught my breath.

    A few minutes ago, I might have thought only about attacking Meferoseta using authority.

    But now the situation had slightly changed. I wanted to test something.

    'What if I used divinity not by recklessly pouring it into authority, but by sharpening it to a finer edge before applying it to authority?'

    Like arranging mana to implement magic.

    Seeing Meferoseta using divinity alone had piqued my curiosity.

    Now that she wasn't moving beyond her divine shield, it was the perfect moment to verify my curiosity.

    While I wasn't naturally skilled at handling raw divinity in this manner.

    I wasn't so unpracticed that I hesitated to attempt it.

    I had already experienced using divinity separately and combining it with mana.

    Recalling the sensation from back then, arranging divinity wasn't difficult.

    And the result manifested in a form I had not anticipated.

    Shssssk-.

    The divinity coating the spear began solidifying into a firm and transparent form.

    Like ice freezing, like glass toughening.

    Whether this would be a meaningful result remained something to test.

    Planting my feet firmly, I hefted my spear deeply.

    There was no colossal shock like before.

    Instead, a faint cracking noise emerged.

    "No, no!"

    Sshhk, a hole had formed in Meferoseta's divine barrier.

    Like a tougher glass piercing through a thinner one.

    'Broke through!'

    An involuntary grin spread across my face at the sight.

    Still smiling widely, I slashed horizontally with the spear.

    Creak.

    A grating sound issued as a long line appeared in the divine barrier.

    Part of the area where the spear met tore apart.

    Meferoseta hastily attempted to mend the gap.

    But this time, I was one step ahead.

    During the fleeting moment of that slash, the toughly clustered destructive thunder spear manifested.

    Different from the ones I previously wielded, this one was condensed solid like glass.

    They flew through the torn barrier.

    Aimed directly to tear and rend the god lurking beyond it!

    "You won't get away!"

    Meferoseta, wearing a fierce expression, conjured that sickle-like form once again.

    Simultaneously, the damaged barrier vanished.

    'Can't maintain both simultaneously?'

    Meferoseta began deflecting the spears aimed at her.

    Swift and accurate, using minimal movement.

    For her, an existence that must pay the price to merely exist, it was an efficient response.

    However, it wasn't the wisest maneuver.

    Due to the fundamental differences between her and me.

    'She's a god who must separately refine divinity to engage in combat.'

    And I, without any additional effort, am potent enough in battle simply by employing authority.

    With her dispelling the barrier, why should I hesitate?

    The destructive thunder falling from the sky pursued the scythe-wielding Meferoseta.

    One step, then another.

    A faint sound whispered from behind the retreating Meferoseta, who had begun to edge backward to dodge the destructive thunder.

    The destructive thunder, solidified in glass form, began rising from the ground like spikes.

    By the time Meferoseta realized, it was already.

    "Ugh!"

    The destructive thunder had impaled her abdomen.

    Blood spurted forth, and Meferoseta's divine figure scattered into mist.

    'As if I'd let you go!'

    Realizing its significance, I chased right after.

    The battleground between Meferoseta and me had shifted.

    To a vast expanse beyond the material world, past causality.

    The ensuing chase and pursuit were fraught with ferocious skirmishes.

    Meferoseta narrowly evaded my spear, fleeing at the last moment each time.

    Each time, I gritted my teeth more firmly and pursued her relentlessly.

    'I will catch her.'

    The spear thrusts aimed at Meferoseta grew sharper and more potent with every repetition.

    How the damned god had crossed over to Earth.

    Whatever was occurring beyond where I could perceive.

    All of that could wait until after I had slain her.

    I faced off against Meferoseta without any mercy or carelessness.

    'At all costs, I will hunt her.'

    Meferoseta would meet her end at this place today.

    'I shall ensure it.'

    I poured divinity unreservedly and committed everything to the endeavor.

    BOOM, BOOM!

    Meferoseta, pushed into a corner, retaliated fiercely.

    Every time we clashed, massive shockwaves enveloped the surrounding area.

    - Why won't this leech go away!

    Letting loose a cry, Meferoseta tried to shake me off, but I didn't falter.

    Persistently, doggedly, pursuing Meferoseta almost with an obsessiveness that felt like obsession.

    - Can't you just get off?!

    She's dead.

    - Do you think you'll defeat me, a mere bug like you?!

    Definitely here.

    - You worthless worm of a man!

    I shall slaughter her and nourish myself.

    "Dieeee!"

    The moment Meferoseta tried to dodge my spear again.

    I played my final card.

    - No! How can this......!

    Vetroman's Spear had a special feature, time stop.

    Meferoseta, unable to finish her words, froze mid-air with a sinisterly twisted expression.

    Regardless, the spear aimed at her never ceased moving even for a second.

    'Can't hold out for long.'

    Originally, it had the power to stop time for an entire 10 seconds.

    A cooldown of thirty days was sufficient to infer the great price this ability demanded.

    To utilize this function equated to expending a vast astronomical amount of divinity.

    A substantial price was unavoidable to stop the time axis in a particular location while keeping it hidden from causality.

    But the target of the time stop was an admirable god.

    Regular beings from the material world might not notice, but.

    A god wouldn't just sit still and endure it.

    It was expected that the effect would diminish compared to its original duration.

    'Only about 1 or 2 seconds.'

    I had passed by numerous opportunities and bided my time for this singular chance.

    And when the perfect moment of certainty arrived, I utilized the special feature.

    The choice I made after enduring was not wrong.

    With a menacing glint, the spear surged forward toward the frozen heart of Meferoseta.

    The light blooming from the spearhead didn't miss the fleeting gap and pierced its target.

    - ...no...ugh!

    Gods are gods, nonetheless.

    Barely a second passed before Meferoseta resumed moving.

    Unfortunately for her, by then I had already impaled her heart.

    It seemed she retained some mortal habits, as Meferoseta's divinity pooled in her left chest.

    Having accurately pierced and obliterated it with the destructive thunder's power, Meferoseta's inevitable end was certain.

    「Congratulations! You have successfully hunted a Great Being!」

    A considerable amount of divinity surged like a giant wave.

    Once, such an enormous sensation would have overwhelmed me.

    But now, a satisfying fullness washed over me.

    Breathing deeply, I let out that satisfying sensation.

    And with a smooth motion, I withdrew the spear and remarked.

    "Don't feel too wronged. I'll put your divinity to good use."

    A god who, rather than face the trials laid before her, chose to hide and flee did not meet an illustrious end.
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    After absorbing the enormous status and divinity, I took a deep breath repeatedly.

    This time, it was different from when I caught Karklein. It truly felt like I had hunted a bona fide god.

    That sensation was quite satisfying, and thanks to the divine storehouse being replenished, I felt full.

    Furthermore, as the battle ended, the tension dissipated, leaving my body somewhat lethargic.

    Thanks to that, I had the leisure to look around. When I first set foot here, it was when the twins were being attacked.

    The situation was so urgent that I hadn't had the chance to properly look around.

    Looking back now, even if I had the leisure back then, there probably wouldn't have been much to see.

    '... Simply vast.'

    Beyond the causality was a space where nothing could define existence.

    Standing there, gazing down at the material world teeming with humans was a truly unique experience.

    'It resembles a dollhouse.'

    The moment I understood why the presence of gods was so immense when they appeared. Thinking about how they squeezed their presence into that little place was quite unsightly.

    'It's like adults wanting to join kids playing in a playground.'

    At that moment, when I clicked my tongue and sighed, a familiar presence approached.

    Though its physical form wasn't visible, its presence was noticeable. This was definitely...

    "System."

    I no longer needed a caller. Having achieved the status, I could meet the Damned System anytime I wished.

    Our conversations would no longer be subject to any constraints. As proof, the Damned System immediately responded to my call.

    《System Message》

    《Kang Hyunwoo, I felt a familiar divine clash and came over... 》

    The System seemed to ponder over what had happened here for a moment. Soon, it sent a message filled with a sense of pride over my growth.

    《System Message》

    《Your status has become sturdier. Congratulations.》

    No doubt, it would be delighted at the prospect of the spear that protects it becoming sharper.

    But that was beside the point; the System didn't reveal itself to me.

    It tried to communicate with me through a message window, even beyond the causality.

    Narrowing my eyes at its behavior, I spoke.

    "Will you come out nicely? Do I have to converse with text even after coming this far?"

    I lightly complained, covering up the longstanding animosity that had accumulated over time.

    I thought I had managed my emotions well. However, the response I received wasn't very satisfying.

    《System Message》

    《Please forgive my rudeness. There are still many holes not yet sealed, and blocking them requires me not to move physically.》

    I clicked my tongue internally and furrowed my brows slightly.

    'What a pity.'

    I intended to punch the System's face since I had no pressing matters this time.

    'No, if it can't come, then I should go to it, right?'

    I resolved to go and give just a single punch, no more, no less.

    "Where is it? If I go, can I meet you directly?"

    Regrettably, my efforts to extract the System's location failed from the start.

    《System Message》

    《I cannot disclose that information.》

    With the response not only firm but also swift, I openly frowned.

    It felt as if it was determined to avoid meeting me.

    'Does this bastard know something and is trying to avoid it?'

    I stared fixedly at the System window in my line of sight.

    Even amidst the heavy silence, the System didn't add another word. Instead, its presence felt peculiar, as if it was glancing around, pretending not to be noticed. I was sure.

    'It seems to be avoiding me, thinking it wouldn't end well if we met.'

    My lips twisted automatically.

    'So, you're going to act like this?'

    I neither threatened to kill it upon meeting nor did I yell to grab its collar.

    Yet, to be treated like a potential criminal and avoided?

    'This is quite infuriating.'

    Of course, I had impure and violent intentions of punching the System's face, but it didn't mean I had a grand intention of killing it.

    To be precise, I couldn't kill the System. Its death would equate to the world's destruction.

    If such a thing happened, it would be dangerous for me too. I would become a distorted and fallen god, losing my foundation.

    Though it's truly unpleasant, that bastard holds the lives of not just me but my family, colleagues, and acquaintances.

    Therefore, killing it is something I can never do.

    'I just want to punch it once.'

    But if it's avoiding me just to avoid that punch? If there's anything like a guilty punishment, this guy should be punished more severely.

    I backed down for now, seeing how cautious the System was.

    'I'll find out its location someday.'

    And I'll see its irritating face myself and land that strike. With that unresolved goal etched in my heart, I swept away the System window.

    Today's success of catching Meferoseta and absorbing its divinity was indeed excellent, but my aspiration didn't end at merely increasing status and filling authority.

    So, for the next step, I pondered momentarily.

    I needed to summarize all the things I saw, heard, and thought before coming here.

    After a long walk in contemplation, an extremely straightforward yet clear conclusion emerged.

    'There's no end to reacting and blocking every move the enemies make.'

    This type of defensive warfare merely maintains the status quo at best.

    But what meaning is there in just enduring?

    What I desire is an end to the war, complete and undeniable victory for Earth.

    To achieve that, I cannot remain in a reactive, passive defense.

    Prolonging such defensive warfare will only impoverish Earth. The material and human damages are already increasing exponentially.

    Continuing this situation will only increase the damage in the long run.

    'We must choose to lose 500 people once over losing 10 people a hundred times.'

    The fact was clear that we needed to take the initiative and lead the war.

    'To do that...'

    Finishing my thought, I spoke once more.

    "Am I the only one who thinks this won't do?"

    Convincing the System with my thoughts and drawing agreement shouldn't be difficult. From the beginning, the System and I shared the same objective.

    So, I spoke my mind candidly.

    "We must decapitate the head as soon as possible."

    Bihar's gods were indeed a potential threat, but weighing the actual threats to Earth, the two irregulars were more urgent.

    "Only two remain, right? How's their combat power? You would know since you've encountered them, right?"

    Karklein I encountered was not a combatant. Indeed, it barely had any combat ability, being of the support type. Consequently, the hunting was easy...

    There's no guarantee the other two would be the same.

    Hence, I asked the System about the enemies as a means to gather information, but the answer differed slightly from what I expected.

    《System Message》

    《I don't have clear information to objectively quantify their combat power. I focused on blocking them rather than confronting them.》

    《And while I do recognize the necessity of additional combat, I wish you wouldn't rush. I still have the capacity to endure, so you can proceed with caution.》

    "You mean to wait for a while, considering my skills aren't significant yet?"

    《System Message》

    《Please do not deliberately interpret things negatively. I'm concerned for Kang Hyunwoo's safety. It's a situation where the risk of annihilation cannot be ruled out.》

    My eyes chilled as I looked at the System window.

    Knowing perfectly well I've been rolling through the dirtiest of battles, talking about safety?

    'Is it trying to buy time?'

    Perhaps it's afraid of losing the spear it obtained with great difficulty.

    'Unless it's hiding something else.'

    The System's consistent reluctance to reveal itself could be related.

    It was a suspicion that had sprouted unconsciously.

    It stemmed from a deep-rooted animosity toward the System. While its goals were aligned with mine, I fundamentally dislike the System.

    I tried hard to set aside emotions and think as objectively and rationally as possible.

    'Objectively, it has no reason to want to prolong the war.'

    Is it really out of concern for me that it's saying this?

    A wry smile escaped at this assumption.

    'Give that concern to a dog.'

    I stated with a firm expression that the System's interference was unnecessary.

    "If my skills are lacking, I should build more real experience, then."

    Heading into the fray recklessly with insufficient skills would indeed be arrogance.

    Still, wouldn't it be more productive to gain more experience and make further efforts rather than doing nothing?

    'I'll spend time gaining more experience and trying harder.'

    I've faced two divine beings.

    'One of them hardly amounted to 0.5, if assessed numerically.'

    Though Meferoseta wasn't particularly threatening in combat, it still served adequately to be deemed as experience.

    The next hunt also should be set with adjusted risks.

    "I'll start by steadily catching non-combat gods and accumulate more experience. While doing that, devise a way to lure out those irregular beings."

    Even if it meant briefly letting them inside our realm, catching them sooner seemed the better option.

    《System Message》

    《But...》

    The System's lukewarm response thinned my gaze.

    "If you're genuinely worried about my safety saying that, just drop it."

    It's far too late to use safety as a means to shield me. I've already tread a treacherous path to get here.

    If the System wished to handle me with care, it shouldn't have chosen me as the player.

    Ignoring the System's concern, I said.

    "Is it only possible to access Bihar through a hole? In other words, is it impossible to find Bihar from here?"

    Meferoseta walked all the way here where I am. But to hunt other gods, I would need to go to where they are.

    I inquired, seeking means for potential methods, and the System replied with a slightly sullen tone.

    《System Message》

    《... It's not impossible for gods to travel between dimensions.》

    Likely, it became sullen due to ignoring its concern. Yet, I showed no interest whether the System got hurt or not.

    When I urged it with a hardened expression, the System no longer dragged its words while speaking about concerns.

    According to what it said. It wasn't impossible for gods to move across dimensions.

    In reality, Meferoseta also crossed dimensions in its materialized state. The standard-defiers were wreaking havoc to come over to Earth while settled in Bihar.

    The System also roamed through Biharin, watching over me.

    With agreements among indigenous gods watching over the dimensions, it was not impossible to approach other dimensions.

    'Rooting in a dimension is needed to sustain existence by obtaining necessary authority, just that there's an issue.'

    It's not that their mobility and activity were particularly restricted.

    However,

    《System Message》

    《Given the gate's disappearance, finding Biharin directly would be too far. I cannot send Kang Hyunwoo alone.》

    Surely, if searching alone here, it would be daunting.

    This place was infinitely vast, making even a single step feel daunting.

    'In that case, going safely through a hole seems better.'

    On the material realm of that side, exiting beyond causality would be the way.

    "So can I entrust the search to you?"

    《System Message》

    《Pardon?》

    "Why do you say pardon? Don't tell me you'll sit idly again, doing nothing?"

    Even during the Karklein hunt, without the System's help, it took longer.

    'Though I don't know what it was up to at that time...'

    As there was no time to waste, I simply moved independently. It didn't mean I intended to undertake all remaining tasks alone.

    "I'm doing the fighting, so should I also be expected to do the searching alone? Isn't that too much to ask? Shouldn't you at least assist in finding them?"

    《System Message》

    《You are absolutely right!》

    《Given the spare capacity, I can actively support it.》

    《However, which opponent do you wish to search for next?》

    I looked down at the small material realm resembling a dollhouse as I smirked on one side of my lips.

    If there's someone I must proactively hunt first, then it's clear.

    "When I cross over to Bihar, it will be the one most likely to pounce, thinking it's a great chance."

    《System Message》

    Who is it that you are referring to?

    "Do you genuinely not know? There's someone who's been eager to consume me for a long time."

    《System Message》

    《!》

    "Let's hunt that Agnotia bitch first."

    Then, I could also resolve the issue with the puppets it likely had a hand in creating.

    'Currently unsure of her whereabouts, let alone how to lure her out.'

    Meaning it was impossible to even set a trap.

    So, what else could be done?

    I would have to directly search for its location with the System's help.

    Damned System
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    Right after the Damned System began moving to find Agnotia, I returned to Earth.

    The first thing I did was call Ranjo.

    He announced with a voice that sounded both relieved and conflicted.

    - I can't use authority anymore.

    It reconfirmed the disappearance of Meferoseta.

    Of course, I made the call for another reason.

    - Thank you for letting me know.

    I wanted to express my gratitude for providing the information.

    - Let's say it's the price for saving us.

    Ranjo ended the call neatly.

    Afterward, I received news about the puppets from Lily.

    As I had guessed, the backstory of the puppet-making turned out to be the work of mages.

    As for how to deal with them...

    "In conclusion, it means there is no concrete solution yet, right?"

    『... Yes, we are still discussing countermeasures, but nothing concrete has emerged. I'm sorry.』

    "Let's not apologize for something that's no one's fault."

    It was something I had already anticipated.

    'It's not easy to search for an enemy without a detectable mana signature using only sight.'

    However, I couldn't just let them continue attacking the apostles scattered all over.

    'What should I do?'

    Holding a new smartphone, I pondered, but I couldn't come up with a brilliant solution either.

    I ended up sighing and suggested putting at least minimal defenses in place.

    "Still, let's try installing thermal cameras around the apostles."

    『Excuse me?』

    "Since they do have body heat."

    The idea was to have players compare video footage from the cameras with the results from detection magics.

    Although I might not find all the hidden enemies.

    At least, I would be able to detect those approaching the apostles.

    『Oh, that's a method!』

    I had thought it was merely a desperate measure, but Lily's response was quite favorable.

    Perhaps she saw more potential in it than I did.

    'Over there, they have military equipment of a different caliber, so they might get better results than I would.'

    It seemed right to leave this matter to Lily.

    'While they're making the efforts, I can cut the supply.'

    If I managed to eliminate Agnotia, I could at least prevent the production of additional puppets.

    After discussing several methods, I ended the call with Lily.

    Then I headed straight to a press conference.

    A large-scale explosion had erupted in Russia.

    The whole world was buzzing with discussions about the compensation and the casualties.

    The number of casualties was staggering, almost unbearable to witness.

    'I don't regret it.'

    If it meant hunting Meferoseta, I wouldn't hesitate to make the same choice.

    As I increasingly abandoned my humanity in pursuit of my goals, my new self felt eerie, yet there was no turning back now.

    I dealt with the incident dispassionately.

    Through a press conference, I explained and apologized for the urgent battle that took place in the city center.

    Afterward, I was relatively free of the issue of compensation.

    In a wartime situation, individuals couldn't be held personally responsible for all losses and damages.

    The rebuilding of Moscow would be supported by the association.

    With a heavier burden now weighing on my heart, I completed my tasks the next day.

    I embarked on preparations for future hunts, starting with sparring.

    "Ugh."

    At a sports gym owned by the Palao Guild located somewhere in Gyeonggi Province.

    I was fully focused on sparring, quickly moving my body backward.

    I had to dodge a sword that grazed past the point where my chin and neck met.

    The unexpected, relentless attack left no chance for me to counter with my spear.

    "Wasn't that attack too sharp? Were you actually trying to cut my neck?"

    "You were the one who asked to put forth their best effort to hone your skills."

    Rashar had been the one launching that fierce attack.

    "Even if something goes wrong, you can just call Karlos's apostle, so what's the issue?"

    "The issue is that guy won't consider my injury as misfortune."

    "Then you should have built a little more goodwill with him over time."

    Clang, clang-clang!

    In the empty gymnasium, with only us remaining, the harsh clashing of blades echoed continuously.

    Pointing weapons at each other with Rashar felt like it had been ages.

    Our relationship had been awkward for a while.

    And there hadn't been enough free time to adjust our schedules and spar.

    Thanks to that, I was starkly reminded of a forgotten fact.

    How deadly that sword was, pushing in at odd angles to target my chest!

    "Grr!"

    I quickly rotated my shoulder, changing the angle of my upper body, narrowly avoiding the sword that brushed past my armpit.

    There was no way I could let myself be defeated like this.

    With all my might, I swung the spearhead, which had been tilted downward after being blocked by Rashar's sword, upward.

    In response, Rashar moved lightly to the side to effortlessly dodge my attack.

    It was a movement distinctly different from how I shifted my center of gravity to evade.

    Rashar seemed to have quickly caught on to that flaw.

    "Your footwork is lacking."

    "I've been flying aroung fighting here and there."

    I was strong. That was an indisputable objective fact no one in this world could deny.

    If the players were lined up according to combat strength, I was certain I would stand at the front.

    'I have been hunting gods, so it's no wonder.'

    But compared to someone who walked a systematic elite path since childhood, I was still lacking in perfection.

    This sparring session reminded me of that all too clearly.

    Just then, a voice interrupted mine and Rashar's sparring.

    "A guy who couldn't even grasp a grip, you at least make a human effort now."

    It was Shamel, who had been watching our spar.

    'I feel like I always heard comments about turning this bastard into a person.'

    Having learned spear arts from her, her praise felt refreshing.

    I've heard that even the new recruits at Palao Guild were harshly treated without exceptions.

    Could I be the only one who received such praise from her teachings?

    I glanced at Shamel with newfound appreciation.

    In that brief moment, Horfe, who was sitting beside her and wagging his tail, asked.

    "How bad was he?"

    "Don't even mention it, he was an idiot who used a spear like a sword."

    "Hmm, is that so?"

    He was accompanying Shamel as the caretaker of Berta, who was napping in a corner of the gym.

    This was because Berta had barged into my house from the morning, wanting to play with me.

    Although the unintended spectator numbers increased, it didn't pose any issues for the sparring.

    To be honest, I was somewhat excited that Horfe joined.

    After the spar with Rashar, I could also spar against him.

    Since Horfe readily agreed, it promised to be an enjoyable time.

    "Are you planning to keep resting?"

    Momentarily distracted by other matters.

    Rashar, who had attracted my attention, raised her sword and spoke again.

    "If you are not diligent with the basics, you will surely regret it later."

    "How about teaching me attributes now?"

    "... I suppose I could."

    As soon as those words left her lips, Rashar dashed in and relentlessly targeted my feet.

    It was an intense pressure suggesting that if I didn't want my feet to be pinned to the floor by the sword, I had to run until my soles were sweating.

    "Hey, hey, go easy! I'll get holes in my feet at this rate!"

    "Instead of blabbering, you'd better move faster!"

    My original intention had been training.

    Yet, as I engaged in it, it ended up feeling like a date, making it quite enjoyable.

    The expression on Rashar's face wasn't bad either.

    No, saying it wasn't bad was an understatement.

    'She looks genuinely delighted from every angle.'

    I got to see Rashar smile after a long time.

    It felt like we had cleared away the past resentment and grown closer, just like before.

    Thanks to this, I could train with more joy than ever.

    After Rashar, I sparred with Horfe, then Shamel.

    The next day, it was Breche and Gretman, and then back to Rashar again.

    Through repeated sparring, it took about a week to raise my combat sense.

    《System Message》

    《Agnotia has been found!》

    "Where is she?"

    《System Message》

    《She seems to be monitoring the mages' stronghold.》

    I had a feeling I'd catch more than just the stalker.

    * * *

    The cradle constructed by the mages with utmost effort, an artificial island.

    There, a crowd larger than initially anticipated when building the island in its early days, was bustling about.

    This was because even the elite mages from the already collapsed second island had gathered there.

    Thus, for a place filled with mages, it was quite noisy.

    Daily clashes occurred among those who wanted to use the mage tower's facilities.

    Vecram, the person in total charge of the place and the mage tower owner of the Atar Empire, was sitting in his lab massaging his forehead.

    What he was looking at was a report.

    It was a report on Hyunwoo's movements from traitors on Earth.

    'It's obvious that his incarnation has no restrictions.'

    According to what was written here, it was evident.

    'Is it possible because his physical body remains in the material world... Or does causality not mind this mutant?'

    Whatever the reason, it wasn't good news.

    A god who could freely use authority without restrictions from causality.

    Considering that the god was also the nemesis who killed his most precious disciple, it was even closer to tragic news.

    Moreover, that god's authority was excessively threatening.

    A divinity nurtured solely for war was the largest obstacle standing in Vecram's way.

    But could he just give up because of this?

    Vecram decided to target the physical limitations of Hyunwoo.

    'Even if he became a god, he only has a single body.'

    While directly destroying a god might be impossible.

    It should be relatively easy to attack the apostles who shared the god's power.

    Thus, they decided to mimic the games humans play on Earth, creating puppets to steal status.

    In the process of doing so, they intended to eliminate the apostles from Bihar who had crossed over to Earth as well.

    'The god of Earth blocked access, making it impossible to retrieve status directly from Bihar's apostles.'

    Without contact, vecram could not recover the status, and the right to use authority was retained.

    The shield of patience from Temoria.

    The ability from Finelpenia to read the past.

    The eye to foresee the future from Meferoseta.

    All such beneficial authorities have smoothly transitioned to the Earth side.

    Vecram clicked his tongue at this reminder.

    'All we've got on our side is a trivial god who can barely peek into the thoughts of demi-humans.'

    It was because he ended up comparing their forces with the enemy's forces again.

    Thanks to Agnotia actively cooperating with them, they could procure status and divinity as research materials.

    However, it caused trouble by constantly demanding its desired divinity.

    The fact that the newly born enemy's divinity was sturdier than expected could not be denied, indicating the unfavorable war situation.

    It was evidence that there wasn't even a decent garrison on Earth yet.

    No matter what, they had to reverse the unfavorable war situation.

    'Without the apostles receiving that bastard's power, expanding the front line would be a bit easier.'

    Vecram believed that steady progress with the puppets would soon yield results.

    Once they turned the war situation, he vowed to repay his long-standing grudge.

    "This time, I'll tear apart that worm-like being's limbs and..."

    Grinding his teeth, vecram murmured but couldn't finish his words.

    Suddenly, he looked out the window, drawn by a rapid increase in brightness.

    Golden light filled the island entirely, spreading outwards.

    "What... What is that?"

    The countless glittering objects reflecting the bright dawn, what could they possibly be?

    No sooner did he perceive the situation than golden rain began to fall.

    Boom, boooom!

    The sudden rain became ferocious.

    So fierce that the external barrier, which was believed to be the sturdiest and most perfectly erected, crumbled disgracefully.

    Vecram jumped up from his seat, horrified.

    'Even though it was made with Agnotia's divinity!'

    Despite the supreme confidence in its impregnability, the barrier fell helplessly.

    And then, the golden rain, having pierced through the barrier, targeted the mage tower where Vecram was.

    Scratch, scraaaatch!

    Within the rain that began shredding the mage tower, vecram hastily began conjuring magic to survive.

    Dodging the golden rain pouring down madly, he fled here and there, though briefly.

    Soon after, the moment of chaos ended, and silence surrounded all.

    "Cough, cough!"

    Having escaped the danger, vecram covered his mouth with his long sleeve and expelled the dust.

    As his vision cleared, the devastating sights around him came into view.

    In that brief chaos, the grandly majestic mage tower collapsed pathetically.

    The mages who failed to evade in time perished, impaled by the golden rain.

    "T-This..."

    With eyes wide, vecram finally got a good look at the golden objects embedded in the mages' corpses.

    Inside the glassy surfaces, electric shapes were moving noisily.

    While considering their nature, he noticed.

    Zap, zap.

    Golden lightning began striking down from the sky.

    At that moment, he realized it. That nemesis who wouldn't be content even after he shredded it had willingly walked into his territory!

    "Youu!"

    Vecram shouted with raging anger as he stomped his foot, activating the runes spread all over the island.
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    Agnotia was not present in the material world.

    'It was strange for Meferoseta to seal her power and crawl into the material realm.'

    Usually, beings who achieved divinity remained outside of causality.

    They generally watched the areas they were interested in from there.

    In Agnotia's case, it was the second artificial island where the mages gathered.

    Thus, when the system informed me of Agnotia's location, I wasn't particularly surprised.

    It was expected, as I had sensed Agnotia's status from the puppet that had stolen it.

    I speculated that Agnotia might have a certain connection with the remaining mages.

    'As a result, it was actually convenient that I could sweep away those troublesome mages too.'

    Upon arriving at the last remaining artificial island, the stronghold of the mages, I said,

    "Stay out of it if you don't want to get caught up."

    Gilenios, who had accompanied me to this place, pouted.

    "Dragging me to all sorts of dangerous places and now pretending to care."

    I waved my hand without even looking back at him.

    "Don't make me repeat myself."

    Shortly thereafter, Gilenios's presence vanished.

    'Concern my foot.'

    It was a profound misunderstanding.

    'I can't afford for him to get into trouble and hold me back.'

    After sending off Gilenios, I leisurely observed the artificial island not far away.

    The view beyond the island was almost surreal.

    "It's a mess."

    Months after leaving Bihar, the dimensional collapse had worsened significantly.

    The torn, cracked, and crumbling sky was almost terrifying.

    Considering this scene was to be replicated on Earth, it was alarming.

    "Of course, I won't let that happen."

    Once I sealed all the holes that Karklein had opened, the threat of dimensional collapse would be eliminated.

    Thinking about Earth's safety, just as crucial as victory, I began to unleash authority upon the artificial island repeatedly.

    The destructive thunder that shone like glass easily tore apart the barrier surrounding the island.

    Despite this situation, Agnotia's presence, felt from afar, remained still.

    "Won't you come? Here lies delectable divinity bound to the material realm."

    The question, masquerading as a provocation, dissipated into the void without a reply.

    Agnotia simply maintained her position without showing any particular reaction.

    "You don't intend to move, it seems."

    The last encounter with her ended with her being dragged away by Senoa, even while desperately trying to grab me.

    So I fully expected her to pounce upon spotting me.

    "Is she that lacking in confidence this time?"

    Perhaps she was considering the possibility of a confrontation rather than a one-sided hunt.

    "It hasn't given up on me."

    Evidence of that was her constant maintenance of distance since my appearance.

    Whenever I tried to cross beyond causality, it quickly distanced herself, but when I retreated, it approached again to monitor me.

    Perhaps it was waiting for the right moment to interfere with the material world.

    "If I engage in battle with someone else and show a gap, she might try to intervene."

    If that was what she was anticipating from the start, there was no reason not to give her the opportunity.

    I pulled the corners of my mouth into a smile and withdrew my gaze from the sky.

    How long had the attack using authority continued like this?

    It seemed the mages on the island gradually regained their senses.

    Hence, it wouldn't be long before those magical masses flew towards me.

    Striking the air on which I stood, admiring the splendid display of magic, I raised my spear.

    Covered with a glossy, glass-like destructive thunder, a single swing sliced the magic in two.

    Like cutting through scraps of paper.

    "Using divinity makes it easier to change shapes."

    The destructive thunder was fundamentally in the form of lightning.

    Thus, creating fixed shapes had been cumbersome, but now the situation was different.

    Furthermore, solidifying its form increased its overall strength.

    Its utility in close combat was greatly enhanced.

    Especially when allies were around, its effectiveness would be even higher.

    'Not bad.'

    With a new hand to play, I briefly destroyed each magic.

    Tiring of such tedious tasks, I reached out my hand.

    In an instant, focusing my consciousness, the magic densely surrounding me crumbled and fell apart.

    Using mana domination, I shattered the visible mana arrays.

    In response, most of the surviving mages collapsed weakly.

    "If it's about practicing cutting divinity."

    Ordinary magic was no longer a viable practice opponent for me.

    Countering with divinity to insignificant magic was sheer folly.

    Thus, instead of wasting divinity, I simply shattered all the magics.

    Having consistently incorporated countering training into my routine even after achieving divine status, my skills had grown further.

    There was no longer any threat from ordinary mages I needed to fear.

    Even that old mage flying towards me with a devilish face was no exception.

    "You rat!"

    It was Vecram.

    He matched the face I had seen in the portrait of the main tower master drawn by Ahel.

    "Finally, you've arrived."

    I had been waiting for his arrival from the start.

    I needed a battle that might bait Agnotia, and I wanted to take his corpse too.

    "Since the target has arrived, shall we start the hunt?"

    There was no need for a pointless self-introduction.

    We were already too familiar with each other's existence and names.

    Furthermore, we both understood that the conclusion was the need to eliminate the other.

    Hence, there was no hesitation in extending lethal hands toward each other.

    "Domination is about the same."

    In fact, the other side might be superior.

    Countering according to my intention was hard.

    As proof, the flame whip Vecram wielded wasn't countered and directly touched me.

    Crackle!

    When I blocked it with the spear, an unpleasant friction noise echoed.

    I already knew he was a possessor of flame-type mana like me, but witnessing the actual skills was astonishing.

    "To compress the flame to such a degree."

    He was surely a formidable force, worthy of being counted among the strongest mages.

    He wasn't just skilled in magic.

    Despite my exerting authority, and the destructive thunder shining a golden light, his flame whip flawlessly maintained its form instead of being cut.

    'I felt Agnotia's divinity from the barrier around the island.'

    And now, that same presence was sensed from the flame whip.

    'He must have discovered how to mix divinity with mana.'

    I raised the corners of my mouth, knocking away the whip with force.

    Then, to drive away the flames coiling around me like a snake, I released destructive thunders in every direction.

    At that moment, I sensed a massive gathering of mana at my feet.

    It was likely a magic applying substantial force at a single point like a pillar of fire.

    I wasted no time in spilling divinity toward my feet.

    Swiftly, with a sound like cracking, the rapidly solidified destructive thunder firmly supported my feet.

    It effortlessly blocked the explosively bursting flame magic.

    But that wasn't the end of Vecram's attack.

    He soon burst into a blossom of flames all around him.

    These took on sharp forms targeted at me.

    It was as if cutting large masses of flames into smaller pieces to fashion arrows to shoot.

    Against me, it wasn't the best choice.

    My destructive thunder was inherently formed to sprawl in every direction, causing chaos.

    The golden lightning spewing from my body aggressively covered the sky, deflecting all fiery arrows.

    The strikes aimed at taking my life were sharp and relentless.

    The steadfast tenacity insisting on killing me was transmitted vividly.

    However, I blocked every attempt.

    I possessed sufficient strength and experience to do so.

    If they wanted to kill me, they should have succeeded long before now.

    Before I achieved status and gathered divinity to wield authority.

    "It's too late now."

    No matter how strongly Vecram struggled, a mere mortal's power couldn't kill me.

    Perhaps because of my unconcerned demeanor while watching Vecram struggle with all his power.

    Yet, instead of killing him at once, I deliberately extended the fight.

    It was for the chance to draw a massive being to attack me amid the battle.

    And my wait was rewarded not long after.

    "As expected."

    Beyond Vecram's flames covering me, Agnotia's presence began to move.

    True to form, she intended to exploit a lapse while I was occupied.

    "To be that easily read."

    The simplicity of Agnotia's actions amused me, but.

    Concealing the golden hue from my eyes, I held my breath, waiting for its presence to approach even closer.

    "Now!"

    Finally, as she neared, I wrapped her up instead of letting the being trying to grab me.

    With the destructive thunders, formed glossy and wielded like whips, I tightly bound the unseen gigantic hands of the divine being.

    The opposite destructive thunder flung Vecram far off.

    And within that time, I dragged Agnotia down.

    From that distant realm to the base of this material world where I stood.

    I exerted all my strength, enough that it wouldn't be surprising if my whole body tore apart.

    But Agnotia didn't yield easily.

    She gritted her teeth and held on.

    The tug-of-war with neither side yielding shook the surroundings.

    Bringing such a mighty divine being into the material realm was no easy task initially.

    Even if she was in a half-materialized state.

    "If I keep holding, there won't be an end."

    Having ensured she couldn't escape, I boldly advanced from my end.

    Holding onto Agnotia, I proceeded with greater resolve.

    I poured out the vast amount of divinity absorbed from Meferoseta.

    Crackle!

    Lightning, as extravagant as if burning the world, engulfed the area.

    The floating mage islands, confronted by the destructive authority, crumbled effortlessly.

    During that process, vecram, on approach again, vanished without leaving a trace.

    The omnious, destructive feature of the authority utilizing an incalculable amount of divinity was apparent.

    Enough to vividly scorch the hand of Agnotia I was holding onto.

    - Ahhhh!

    Listening to the harrowing scream emerging from beyond causality felt intriguing, affirming some part of me was indeed broken.

    Soon, Agnotia, who hadn't budged earlier, started to give way to my force.

    She advanced like mountains dragging ground, with the sky rumbling and air quivering.

    - You... dare!

    Then, in a realm ambiguously suspended between the material world and beyond causality, Agnotia began ranting loudly.

    - I am a god!

    It was a voice, dripping with inferiority and victim complex, echoing hideously.

    - A being who achieved a great status, that of divinity!

    - Dare you challenge a being like me?!

    - I'll teach you how foolish a decision you've made!

    - Your true role is to become a mere sacrifice for me!

    The pitiful, desperate outcry ended, and sharpened fragments of divinity began to slash around me.

    Appearing as a mimicry of blade dance magic, but it wasn't magic.

    Arranging mana and arranging divinity.

    They were entirely different actions.

    'It's similar to putting gasoline into an electric appliance.'

    Thus, I partly abandoned the idea of implementing magic using divinity.

    I doubted Agnotia would fare much differently.

    Now, it seemed like creating thousands of divine blades to wield willingly.

    "There are no mental resources left for anything else."

    The frenzied puppet, acting as if it bore a will, clashed with and repelled the divine blades.

    Yet not all divine blades were fended off.

    Despite that, instead of encasing my body with a glassy puppet, I chose to charge.

    I leaped through the densely thronged divine blades that cut vigorously around me.

    Finally, let's see who ends up devouring whom.

    'Let's see.'

    In an instant, I crossed causality, advancing in a straight line toward where Agnotia was.

    Upon detecting me, the color drained from Agnotia's face instantly, and our eyes met.

    She wasn't in a human form but a strange appearance with a beak and wings.

    She was the form as described in Agnotia's myth, that of the avian race.

    'She can't evade it.'

    It was the truth and certainty I realized after long traversing battlefields.

    A certainty that this attack could finish off the opponent.

    Without hesitation, I plunged the spear straightforwardly.

    A brilliant flash of light traversed the material world and causality, reaching far where Agnotia was.

    It connected directly to Agnotia's heart.

    Damned System
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    Witnessing the moment when a piece of divinity perished was the third time for me. Eliminating one that wasn't a proper god could be excluded.

    'It's twice.'

    I had captured two gods.

    Thanks to that, absorbing the fading status was not difficult. I absorbed Agnotia's divinity without letting even a drop go to waste.

    With the aftermath of the hunt neatly concluded, a satisfying breath naturally escaped.

    "Haah."

    The amount of absorbed divinity and divine status compared to Meforoseta was less, but the feeling after this hunt was far more exhilarating and light.

    Perhaps it was due to the accumulated grudge towards Agnotia.

    Indulging in the satisfactory mood, I took repeated deep breaths.

    Beeeeep!

    「The system is under attack!」

    A piercing noise sounded, and a bright red system screen appeared. Not only my entire body's muscles but even the intangible thoughts in my head turned rigid all at once.

    During that moment of stiffness, I heard something.

    - Kyaaa!

    Was it because I was a god tethered to Earth? I heard the primordial god's scream in my mind, no, from within my soul.

    I couldn't tell if it was really audible or just an hallucination. However, it was far more painful than Agnotia's scream I heard earlier.

    The sense was overwhelming and my body froze momentarily, but I quickly caught my breath and shouted urgently.

    "Where is it?! Share your location now!"

    I needed that to go and provide support!

    After desperately crying out for what seemed too long, an arrow appeared.

    "Gilenios!"

    "What is it? You're already calling me back after chasing me away not long ago..."

    "If you waste my time with nonsense, I'll break your neck! Move to the nearest Hole immediately!"

    I yelled at Gilenios to move to the area with a Hole, and from there, went beyond the causality to the given path.

    In the seconds that passed while madly following the arrow that appeared in my sight, the journey to the system felt unbearably distant.

    To make matters worse, the arrow blinked, disappearing and reappearing several times.

    Each time, my heart sank, and it felt as if my soul was being shaken.

    The fear of losing my roots was beyond description.

    Although I hadn't seen my reflection in a Mirror, if I had, I would have seen myself as pale as a blank page.

    Even though I never thought fondly of the system, that was the case.

    The scream resonating in my mind only amplified the unbearable fear.

    Clenching my teeth, I sprinted towards the system.

    In the distance, I began to see a massive shadow.

    Initially, I couldn't discern what it was, with its spiky, branch-like form jutting skyward.

    All I could see was its back from my direction.

    However, as I drew closer and could recognize its form, every hair on my body stood on end.

    The body standing on four legs was covered in a hard shell like a tortoise.

    There were ten holes in its shell, from which an equal number of heads protruded.

    This bizarre creature, with ten snake heads, dragged its swollen belly across the ground and thudded its thick tail.

    I deduced that this monstrous entity was the long-ago foe I faced.

    'Angramoti.'

    The aura it emitted was incredibly similar to the one I sensed when the Damned System attacked from behind inside the gate.

    It was the creature I once chased out of the gate, now attempting to enter Earth through the path beyond causality.

    Even though I had planned to hunt it, I didn't expect to encounter it so quickly.

    - Kuwahhh!

    The moment I clenched my teeth, Angramoti's body shook mightily with a fierce roar.

    Through the bulging gut covered with greedily swollen flesh, something was revealed.

    That glowing white sphere was undoubtedly the system!

    Without hesitation, I readjusted the grip on my spear.

    Then, moving my weight backwards, I twisted at the waist.

    In that brief moment when Angramoti's body rose and fell, the space quivered like an echo.

    Thud.

    A heavy vibration transmitted as if the space trembled.

    The white sphere underneath its claw gained a crack.

    The screams resonating in my head became even more intense.

    Simultaneously, the glass puppet smoothly covered Vetroban's spear.

    Using every ounce of strength in my arms, waist, and thighs, I hurled the spear.

    Swoosh.

    The sound piercing the space was subtle.

    As if defying any resistance from the wind, the spear flew fiercely, aimed at Angramoti's body.

    Did it sense the attack?

    The fourth of its ten heads turned back and hastily moved.

    - Kuwahhh!

    Shortly after, vetroban's spear, encrusted in golden glass, disappeared into that head's maw.

    It swallowed the spear with a gulp.

    The initial target, its body, was never reached, causing the attack to go awry.

    However, the creature wasn't entirely unharmed.

    Boom.

    The head that devoured the spear exploded.

    - Kyaaa!

    The rest of the heads began to screech in unison.

    From the severed neck, black blood splurted like a fountain.

    The white sphere that had been crushed under its foot used that gap, rolling slightly to the side.

    "Kerax!"

    Seeing that, I grabbed Kerax with my empty hand and dashed forward.

    Stepping on its massive tail, I began to climb its colossal body.

    Moments before another head lunged from the side to swallow me whole; its maw opened wide.

    I leaped high to avoid it, descending once more with the spear pointed at another head.

    The seventh head, chasing after me with its neck extended, opened its maw wide.

    I twisted in mid-air.

    Barely brushing past the seventh head's jaws, I landed on its nape area.

    Immediately, I swung the brilliantly lit Kerax horizontally.

    Screech!

    The slicing sound was oddly bizarre for cutting through reptile skin.

    A fountain of black blood erupted from beneath the serpent's split skin.

    Meanwhile, a different head crept behind me, trying to engulf me.

    I set the spear upright and quickly positioned it as another wide-open maw filled my vision.

    - Kyaaa!

    The sixth head, which intended to swallow me but ended up with a spear lodged between its palate and tongue, jerked violently.

    Attacking heads nine and ten emerged from below, and I poured glass puppetry onto them.

    The same way I destroyed the barriers on the Mage's Island.

    As a result, heads nine and ten began to shred into pieces.

    Meanwhile, the sixth head violently thrashed, attempting to pull free the spear embedded in its maw.

    I let go of Kerax's spear, reaching out into the air.

    "Vetroban!"

    Kerax had absorbed Vetroban's spear, utilizing its unique summoning function.

    As I summoned the spear, the sight unfolded before me couldn't help but evoke a swear word.

    "Damn it!"

    The flesh of the neck that should have been empty was swelling grotesquely.

    Within moments, what emerged was...

    "Isn't it crazy how fast it regenerates!"

    Another head, identical to the one that burst just moments ago.

    Seeing the fully regenerated head was shocking.

    But for now, my main urgency was elsewhere.

    I had to exclude the system from the battle.

    As it loudly claimed its incapacity for combat, asserting that defense was its limit, it seemed best to assume it was useless in battle and step in directly.

    Also, having the system nearby meant I couldn't fully utilize my puppetry, as it would be exposed to its power.

    "If I make a mistake, I might land a suicide blow myself!"

    For me to fight freely, the system had to be excluded.

    Fortunately, most of the heads were focused on me since I intervened.

    While withdrawing my body to avoid the black smoke, I used the tangled snake necks as structures to hide and observed.

    While searching for my vanished figure, the heads glanced around.

    Several times, the necks tangled with each other while observing each other's gaps.

    After a few seconds, the ten heads all screeched in unison again.

    I snuck down to Angramoti's foot and embedded my spear into it.

    It was its foot, pressing down on what seemed to be the system.

    Pushing in and embedding the spear in the foot, the white sphere began to roll away again.

    I couldn't stand the torturous pace, so I intervened.

    "Get out quickly!"

    I gave the white sphere a hefty kick.

    - Kyaaa!

    Hearing a feeble scream, I once again aimed my spear at Angramoti.

    My spine tingled with an icy presence, causing me to flinch and tremble my shoulders instinctively.

    Thanks to that, I narrowly avoided a black blade thrusting up beneath my chin.

    If I hadn't moved, my head would have been skewered.

    I retreated a step back with a shiver.

    Meanwhile, a figure emerged from Angramoti's shadow where the spear had been.

    It dawned on me that until moments ago, the system wasn't struggling against Angramoti, but this being instead.

    Approximately two meters in size.

    Eyes slit like a cat's, running vertically.

    A tightly closed, single-line mouth.

    Skin a pale cyan hue.

    Ears' shapes were long and pointy, yet slightly droopy.

    And eyes not yet fully red.

    It was a creature I saw for the first time, whose aura I hadn't encountered before.

    Yet, even without introductions, its identity seemed apparent.

    - Avoid obstinately, will you.

    Unlike Karklein, whom I had hunted earlier, or Angramoti, which I was dealing with until recently, this being still possessed some self-awareness that allowed speech.

    "... Omby."

    As I faced the final outlier, strength automatically surged in my grip on the spear.

    'Can I win...?'

    When I charged towards Angramoti, I hadn't even given it a thought.

    I wasn't confident in a sure victory.

    But there was at least a belief that I wouldn't go down easily.

    I considered Angramoti to be at least my equal.

    But against this being, I sensed that it was beyond me.

    'How foolish I was.'

    In that moment of feeling dwarfed, radically challenging my notion of excluding the system and confronting it head-on.

    Not realizing the sky, another sky loomed over the heavens.

    At the slightest shiver when I swallowed dryly, omby lunged at me.

    The tension from the day I first encountered a nemesis-rank returned vividly.

    In the instant I frantically tried to block its assault with all my might.

    Another presence burst out from Angramoti's shadow where Omby emerged moments earlier.

    The aura belonged to Senoa, who had appeared out of nowhere in the past and vanished with Temoria and Agnotia.

    With a striking golden sword in hand, Senoa fiercely charged at Omby.

    - Perseverant, you.

    As the black sword and golden sword clashed, a tremendous impact occurred.
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    It was merely a clash of swords.

    Yet, its aftermath could only be described as explosive.

    I was flung aside by the explosion, as it erupted right next to me.

    "Ugh!"

    Struggling to rise from the ground where I had been thrown so unceremoniously, I heard Senoa's sudden voice in my head.

    - Do not get caught in its grasp.

    Her unexpected warning came as I saw Omby charging toward the Damned System.

    Damned System had already been kicked far away by me.

    Yet Omby closed the distance in the blink of an eye.

    On the other hand, Senoa, who pursued him, was...

    'Lagging behind.'

    Having been flung farther than me by the explosion, Senoa would take longer to catch up to Omby than Omby would take to reach the Damned System.

    Realizing this, I propelled myself off the ground.

    With Senoa from behind and me from the side.

    Two different entities, each rooted in different worlds, with the same purpose: to bind Omby's feet.

    Between the two of us, I reached first, thanks to my closer distance.

    I aimed my spear to block the path.

    Omby ducked low to slip past the obstacle.

    I released authority along the spear shaft to prevent that escape.

    Crackle-!

    The tangled web that sprang forth was enough to bind Omby's feet.

    With its path blocked, omby lashed out.

    A black sword, undoubtedly crafted from corrupted divinity, extended toward my throat.

    While I took a step back to fend it off, Senoa caught up from behind.

    Omby quickly turned to block Senoa's attack.

    Once again, thud!

    "Ugh!"

    I gritted my teeth against the shock wave, erupting like another explosion.

    In the midst of that chaos, something suddenly appeared in my line of sight.

    "Hup!"

    I twisted my torso to avoid Omby's grasp.

    Simultaneously, Senoa's sword intervened between me and Omby.

    'Don't get caught in its grasp.'

    Reflecting on Senoa's earlier advice.

    Senoa suddenly leaped onto Omby, enveloping it, and within a split second, both vanished.

    To be precise, they were absorbed into the shadows lingering beneath their feet.

    Thanks to her swift action, the skirmish with Omby ended abruptly.

    I frowned at the empty space left behind.

    "Senoa..."

    Where had she come from and where had she gone?

    'Her previous sudden appearance was likely a similar technique.'

    Could this be an unknown authority of Senoa?

    Why did she tell me not to get caught by Omby?

    What was the reason for her unexpected assistance?

    'The alliance should have been nullified when I brought all her followers.'

    I believed that we had turned hostile toward Bihar's gods.

    Then why did Senoa help me, or the Damned System?

    Was there something that I didn't know?

    Senoa's unexpected appearance caused thoughts to swirl in my head.

    But I didn't have the luxury of ruminating over those who had already disappeared.

    'What about Angramoti?'

    Angramoti was missing from sight.

    Given its colossal size, it shouldn't be so easy to overlook.

    A chill ran down my spine as I surveyed my surroundings.

    I turned my head to where the familiar scenery of the material world was visible, which followed me as if attached like a tail.

    Everywhere.

    Like searching through a globe, I scanned here and there.

    'As expected.'

    Angramoti had used the brief moment I was entangled with Omby to enter Earth.

    - Roar!

    Without any attempt to hide or strategize, the being had manifested openly and begun a merciless massacre.

    'Its location...'

    It was near the southern border of Bulgaria.

    "Tsk."

    I clicked my tongue and roughly ran my hand through my hair.

    Though the situation was far from welcome,

    'It's not the worst case.'

    Having entered the material world, it was now subject to causality.

    Thus, the material world favors me when fighting gods.

    Angramoti had crawled into a fortuitous battle site.

    I couldn't call this the worst case.

    'From the perspective of winning or losing, it's a boon.'

    As long as it was within the Earth, a material realm, I could locate Angramoti anytime.

    And since every moment it manifested on Earth exacted a toll, Angramoti's power was waning.

    After thinking long and hard, I turned my body around.

    Instead of heading directly to capture Angramoti, I walked in a different direction.

    'Though the damage will be significant...'

    There wasn't a compelling reason to force Angramoti out of Earth.

    'Dragging it out might only postpone the hunt if it escapes.'

    I wasn't ready to give up the advantage of knowing its location.

    It was a selfish and cruel decision, knowing that it wasn't my kin who would be dying because of it.

    I clenched my fist tightly, swallowing the emotions that came with that choice, and quickened my pace.

    I needed to verify with my own eyes if the Damned System was intact.

    The white sphere, just slightly smaller than my height.

    Letters that hadn't been there before floated above it.

    「Recovery 0.055%」

    Fortunately, it seemed the worst-case Scenario, the System's annihilation, was avoided.

    'It's in an injured state, I suppose.'

    When Earth was first invaded, the Damned System had been attacked, and there was a weeklong hiatus.

    If it was self-recovering like back then,

    'It will return soon.'

    Seeing that status gauge fill up means the Damned System would return.

    I exhaled in relief after confirming with my own eyes that the Damned System still existed.

    Then I looked around.

    'It's unsettling to leave it here so exposed.'

    The area was wide open and barren.

    Should Omby suddenly appear to attack the Damned System again...

    'The System would not have been in such an unsecured place.'

    It knows its safety is paramount.

    It wouldn't have been left out here alone, vulnerable to sudden attacks.

    It must have been in a secure location to be attacked here.

    But without knowing what was here or not, it was hard to make a proper decision.

    'I need to relocate it.'

    Since I couldn't wander off leaving the Damned System unguarded, I hefted the white sphere.

    It radiated warmth and intensity, yet it felt fragile and precarious at the same time.

    Like holding a tattered rag in my hands.

    How long did I wander anxiously with the Damned System on my back?

    "Ah."

    I stumbled upon a massive white dome.

    Nothing had been visible just a few steps back.

    It only appeared once I got close enough.

    'It's like a maze.'

    A maze where you can't see the next path until you turn the corner.

    I explored beyond causality, believing there was nothing there.

    But it might actually be a highly complex configuration.

    I pondered this as I approached the white dome.

    Part of the dome was wrecked, and the divinity that emanated from it was undoubtedly of the Damned System.

    Judging by the scene, it seemed to have been attacked while it was here.

    'As far as assumptions go.'

    Though I didn't know the exact circumstances, it wasn't critical for now.

    At the moment, I placed importance on having found a place to hide the Damned System.

    Carrying the System, I entered the dome.

    "What an odd experience..."

    It was a bizarre sensation of all senses being cut off.

    Inside, I could only see the diverse Holes puncturing Earth.

    The Damned System had been guarding against the Holes all this time here.

    The adversaries were breaching this defense to keep opening Holes.

    Standing there, I could see clearly how arduously the Damned System had been protecting Earth, enough to shake old grudges slightly.

    However, it didn't mean I would forget the grievances amassed in exchange for its past hardships.

    "... Foolish."

    I forced a bitter word out and sighed deeply, placing the Damned System down.

    'With the current situation, the global frequency of Hole appearances will increase.'

    Without the Damned System to block the Holes now, the enemy might launch a full-scale offensive.

    Perhaps it had already begun.

    Meaning as soon as I descend to Earth, an infernal schedule would await me.

    The silver lining was that Earth already had a solid response system in place.

    Even if I'm a bit late, millions of player legions would handle the surge in Holes.

    'Meanwhile, I need to plug the holes in the dome.'

    Although it wouldn't be perfect, blocking entry to the dome would ensure minimum safety.

    Fortunately, I didn't have to do everything manually.

    During my attempts to find a solution, I realized something.

    'It regenerates on its own.'

    The gaping hole in the dome shrunk slightly over time.

    When I infused my divinity into it, the recovery speed increased.

    Knowing that I didn't have to leave the Damned System vulnerable was reassuring, and all I had to do was wait now.

    Emerging from the dome, I leaned against it, continuing to infuse divinity.

    There seemed to be screams echoing from the direction of the material world.

    'Until there's at least a means to protect the Damned System, I cannot move.'

    My priorities were very clear.

    Even if billions of Earth's people died, the Damned System must survive.

    So I stayed, guarding it until the dome recovered.

    In dealing with everything in my absence, I relied on those present there.

    ***

    News of the monstrous creature that appeared in Bulgaria spread rapidly worldwide.

    The sudden surge in the number of Holes that followed was more than triple the usual.

    The emergence of a new legion amidst this chaos was not surprising.

    Fortunately, having faced similar circumstances before, the Player Association remained unfazed.

    With the world interconnected through satellite networks, they communicated and took necessary actions efficiently.

    Every action was swift and precise.

    But perfection was unattainable.

    Despite being dispatched to battle the newly appearing legion in Turkey, Yang Taeho frowned as he pondered the message from Lily.

    - Nine Platinum ranks have been wiped out at once.

    Hunting the colossal monster that appeared in Bulgaria resulted in a casualty of nine Platinum ranks.

    The loss was unprecedented and shocking.

    Consequently, the Association virtually suspended the hunt for the monster with serpent-like heads.

    - Currently, we consider it to possibly be one of the standard-exceeding ones and focus on civilian evacuation.

    If so, only Hyunwoo would be capable of hunting that monster.

    The fact that such a crisis erupted while Hyunwoo was away hunting another god was regrettable.

    With the situation as it was, we had to endure and minimize damage until Hyunwoo returned.

    And should we reach a failing point...

    - Rashar and Ethan are currently monitoring the site, but please be aware that all apostles may need to converge in an emergency.

    Even Yang Taeho, who had become an apostle again before Hyunwoo left, wasn't an exception.

    So, hearing of a potential assembly, two days passed.

    Unlike Rashar and Ethan, assigned to track the anomaly northward through Bulgaria, Yang Taeho was dispatched to Türkiye to confront the legion.

    He gritted his teeth and raised his hammer once more.

    "Get out of the way!"

    Bang!

    As the hammer struck the ground, it shattered and crumbled into countless fragments.

    The screams of monsters, plummeting into the abyss with no end in sight, were deafening.

    A fourth-rank earth-element magic, earthquake.

    All the high-rank mana stored in a Mana Accumulation Tool was required to cast it.

    Thanks to it, swathes of low-rank evolved species fell, seemingly clearing the area.

    However, a fresh wave of evolved species quickly filled the vacuum.

    Such was a typical ordeal when facing a legion.

    Battles with hordes of monsters, endlessly slaughtered yet endlessly respawning, resembled labor.

    After another full day, the tedious battle finally waned.

    Yang Taeho, finally placing his hammer's head on the ground, wiped his face.
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    Exhausted from the repetitive battles, all he could see were the corpses of monsters and the blackened earth.

    Night and day, the black blood flowed, long since staining the land.

    To think he witnessed the same scene he had seen months ago.

    In the soil soaked with black blood, it was difficult for crops to grow anymore.

    He had no idea how much of the Earth's land had turned dead like this.

    "Damn it."

    Yang Taeho swallowed a bitter smile and picked up his hammer again.

    Now that the surroundings were cleared, he needed to contact the command to check if there were any areas needing assistance.

    Just as he turned, the communication officer with his squad shouted.

    "A legion commander has been sighted about 30km to the southeast!"

    No need to contact the command center; he knew where he had to go.

    Not a nemesis-rank but a legion commander with special abilities that could use authority would need apostles to intervene.

    Though he didn't expect to hunt it directly, he could certainly entangle it.

    "What's everyone standing there for after receiving news? Get ready to move right now!"

    Yang Taeho slung his hammer over his shoulder and set out.

    As he moved, his expression hardened.

    Monsters swarmed the land where people once lived.

    Battles to capture them were taking place everywhere.

    Not a trace remained of the once peaceful Earth.

    And this phenomenon would only increase in the future.

    Already, nations, with their governments and administrative systems collapsed, losing territories and virtually perishing, had reached double digits.

    The first Hole broke open on Earth last August.

    Now it was May, the weather mild, a year since the war began.

    "Only a year..."

    Yang Taeho shook his head, amused at his own thoughts.

    In just over a year, the Earth had ended up like this. What lay ahead?

    Would most of the continent be blackened and seized by monsters like Bihar?

    Humans and demi-humans driven to the ends of the earth, struggling to survive?

    The more he thought, the more anxiety about the future slowly grew.

    But nurturing such a growing fear was something he couldn't allow himself.

    "No, I should stop."

    Yang Taeho muttered out loud to deliberately cut off his thoughts.

    It was a way to forcefully clear his head, which was filled with pessimistic thoughts.

    If he was overwhelmed by anxiety and fear, fleeing the battlefield was not an option, so he steeled himself to head towards his destination.

    Just as the destination came into view, the communication officer suddenly halted with a strange noise.

    "What now?"

    Yang Taeho asked, trying to assess the situation but received no answer.

    The communication officer was only concentrating on what was being relayed through his wireless earpiece.

    Amidst the overwhelming noise, Yang Taeho struggled to discern the communication and had to wait for the officer to speak.

    Or so he thought—until Yang Taeho felt a massive presence moving behind him.

    Boom!

    As bright golden lightning bolts cascaded from the clear sky, Yang Taeho's lips involuntarily curled upwards.

    "Whoa, looks like he came in person."

    His raised voice was filled with a delight in welcoming the owner of the lightning.

    Moreover, the anxiety and fear that had been gnawing at him gradually vanished.

    His god had returned with an even greater presence than before.

    "This must have been a success too."

    How could he not trust?

    Yang Taeho felt his trust in Hyunwoo strengthen as he headed in the direction of the lightning strike.

    Upon reaching his destination, he was greeted by the sight of a legion commander impaled on a spear, swaying limply.

    The one holding the spear was, as expected, Hyunwoo.

    Beside him stood Gilenios, casually leaning to one side, who now always accompanied him.

    "You've arrived, hyung."

    Hyunwoo lightheartedly greeted Yang Taeho as if he had known of his coming all along, tossing aside the remains of the legion commander.

    "Did things go well?"

    Reflecting on Hyunwoo's enhanced aura, he surmised success but still asked, noticing Hyunwoo's stiff expression.

    "Yes, well, the mission went well."

    As Hyunwoo swept his hair back, his brow furrowed slightly, continuing to speak.

    "Still dealing with some headaches due to other matters."

    There seemed to be matters unsettled by Hyunwoo's expression, prompting Yang Taeho to unconsciously grip his hammer tighter and inquire.

    "What's going on? I heard there's chaos up top—is it because of that guy? If there's anything I can do to help, just say it and I'll be there."

    He reaffirmed his commitment to fully support Hyunwoo.

    Hyunwoo, in turn, continued lightly.

    "I actually came to bring you for that exact reason, hyung."

    Yang Taeho, without a moment's hesitation, responded.

    "If you're calling, there's no way I'd refuse."

    His resolute answer led Hyunwoo to let out a shallow sigh as he spoke.

    "Have you heard about the issue with the creature in Bulgaria?"

    "Of course."

    "We need to hunt it, but due to its Trait, handling it alone might be too much."

    So, assistance from apostles was essential.

    "Everyone else is already there."

    "I'm the last one to arrive? Haha! Let's hurry then."

    After listening to the situation, Yang Taeho reiterated his readiness to go, nodding firmly.

    But instead of moving, Hyunwoo added an unexpected remark.

    "...... Shouldn't you at least call your wife?"

    Yang Taeho flinched at that, his shoulder twitching.

    He grasped the reason Hyunwoo had delayed, suggesting it might be a last contact before danger.

    But even so, that wouldn't alter Yang Taeho's decision.

    "Did you hesitate because of that concern?"

    Yang Taeho recalled Hyunwoo's hesitancy and laughed heartily.

    "There's no need to worry. Let's go quickly."

    He had already settled goodbyes before departing and prepared a will and settled inheritance issues neatly.

    Even if today was his last day, there was no significant problem.

    Though he made the clarity unmistakable, Hyunwoo merely looked at Yang Taeho silently.

    Only then did Hyunwoo add one more tidbit.

    "...... I heard your wife is pregnant."

    Hyunwoo must have learned the news the day after he left to hunt Agnotia.

    But knowing this hadn't much influenced Yang Taeho's decisions.

    Even if Hyunwoo knew, it was of no concern.

    "Come on, when was there not a risk of dying? Don't worry."

    "......"

    "Really, my wife might throw a party if I die. We've enough wealth that money won't be an issue."

    Hyunwoo had made it possible for his wife to have another child.

    So, when did he ever hesitate when Hyunwoo needed help?

    Yang Taeho's life philosophy had no room for such nonsense.

    He was ready to leave everything behind and follow the call of his god at a moment's notice.

    Not that he sought death, but he wasn't cowardly to shrink back from duty.

    Throughout, wherever the battlefield took him, Yang Taeho volunteered to go because it served Hyunwoo's purpose.

    Earth's victory and peace—the ultimate goals of Hyunwoo—meant traversing the front lines to help.

    While Kim Yul supported Hyunwoo in more personal matters, Yang Taeho silently confronted the most nemesis-rank and legion commanders on the battlefield.

    It was in part to repay Hyunwoo, who once saved his life, and to support someone who could achieve the great deeds impossible for him alone.

    Also, it was a devotion to a benefactor who saved his family and allowed him to have children again.

    Above all, he had unwavering faith in Hyunwoo, which was why he answered to go without hesitation.

    "...... It could be really dangerous."

    Hyunwoo was someone Yang Taeho knew would genuinely care for his family should anything happen to him.

    Knowing this better than anyone, he could candidly say without a hint of hesitation.

    "If we keep dragging this out, we'll waste precious time. Let's go quickly."

    Yang Taeho finally fell in step behind Hyunwoo, who began walking.

    * * *

    My assumption had been correct.

    The players quickly adapted to the changing circumstances, and at the center was Lily.

    She abandoned the hunt for Angramoti and chose to evacuate civilians in its path.

    Thanks to her wise decision, major damage to Earth was averted.

    "This also disrupted Angramoti's plan to absorb divinity."

    Angramoti would have taken significant losses in the days I waited for the Damned System to restore the dome.

    Currently, the situation was mostly in my favor.

    So I intended to seize this opportunity to hunt it down.

    I carefully contemplated strategies to minimize the probability of failure.

    'If you ask if I can handle Angramoti, yes.'

    I could keep it in check, injure it, and stall time.

    But to ask if I could completely finish it off...

    "Hmm."

    I couldn't be certain, having seen flesh, bones, and organs regenerate before my eyes.

    I pondered ways to capture Angramoti.

    "What if I poured an overwhelming amount of divinity like I did with Agnotia?"

    I could deliver a blow, but could it kill it when it regenerated a massive serpent head in mere minutes?

    'No.'

    The focus in hunting Angramoti should be on neutralizing its regenerative ability.

    It might be better to exhaust its stamina with a prolonged engagement rather than crush it with overwhelming force.

    'For small monsters, a one-on-one might be more efficient.'

    Angramoti's form was colossal—it meant plenty of areas to attack.

    "If that's the case, then let's increase our numbers."

    After all, Angramoti had ten heads.

    'There's nothing stopping us from matching numbers.'

    If I tried to handle all the heads, the consumption of divinity would increase.

    My body was one, and I'd need to use authority to hunt other heads I couldn't directly engage.

    Thus apostles capable of performing tasks and possibly using my authority were required.

    "If it regrow and regrows again, we'd need personnel focusing solely on destruction every time."

    Thus, if we could deliver blows so profound that it couldn't regenerate anymore.

    'There is value in attempting this.'

    That was why I assembled the apostles for a party hunt after such a long time.

    Yang Taeho and Kim Yul joined, the two initial party members who hunted with me in the early days.

    Lily and Ethan, with whom I occasionally teamed up at Club 249.

    Even Rashar, with whom I often sparred at the Bennett estate.

    From all over the world, fighters with unmatched skills came together.

    I paired Kim Yul and Yang Taeho, Ethan and Lily, with Rashar and Gilenios, considering mobility, destructive power, and defense.

    "Let's get started."

    At those words, the six apostles, excluding me, lifted their weapons.

    "Hey! Hey! Seriously, you want me to join too?"

    Correction, only five raised their weapons.

    "I didn't like being dragged into this deathtrap from the start, but I put up with it because of everything I'd received! But this is seriously too much, isn't it?!"

    One remaining was too busy shouting to raise a weapon.

    "I'm a former priest, and although I have some combat skills due to my talent, I'm essentially a non-combatant! Is it all because you're a god?! What kind of god pushes their apostle into a place like this...?!"

    It was Rashar, who forcefully shut the mouth of the complaining Gilenios.
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    Rashar had Gilenios pinned down, gazing at him struggling momentarily.

    I quickly realized my oversight.

    'I shouldn't have given that guy a communication device.'

    Gilenios was the type who would press buttons and babble even in battle.

    It was a great relief we realized this before the fight began.

    "... Take the communication device."

    At my single utterance, Rashar wasted no time in snatching the earpiece-like communication device plugged into Gilenios's ear.

    Then dragging Gilenios by his brightly flushed face, she took him away.

    Gilenios struggled but could not best Rashar's strength.

    "Let's move too!"

    After the two left, at Kim Yul's prompting, Yang Taeho also began moving along the path.

    The only ones remaining in position were Lily and Ethan from the last group.

    It wasn't that there was a problem; they were simply issuing final instructions to the players affiliated with the association.

    "As you all know, even if your equipment gets damaged, continue filming with the auxiliary gear provided in advance."

    A significant number of teams and equipment had been deployed to capture the hunt.

    The filming team, composed entirely of Platinum-ranked players, wasn't particularly welcome to me.

    However, I couldn't ignore Lily's advice and allowed their interference.

    - The public anxiety level is too high currently. In areas where the population density has increased due to the influx of refugees, there are even signs of riots.

    The sudden emergence of Angramoti had further fueled such social phenomena.

    People were starting to be gripped by the fear that the world might end.

    As a result, the crime rate was on the rise again.

    Murders, robberies, assaults, and even terroristic acts; not to mention crimes by cults using doomsday prophecies to scam people, were rampant.

    'In just a few days that I stood by the side of the system.'

    The report was sickening, but it couldn't be ignored entirely.

    After careful deliberation, I approved Lily's proposed solution.

    To film the battle scene that captures the victory and make it public.

    'There's nothing as effective as visual materials.'

    If we succeeded in hunting Angramoti and publicized the process, a good portion of the public anxiety caused by the war would be alleviated.

    Overwhelming military might holds immense value.

    Of course, it wasn't the sole purpose of this filming.

    - Moreover, it's a sure way to gather divinity.

    Lily knew that continued divinity was needed to maintain my combat capability.

    Thus, in my absence, she supported those from the Palao priesthood, expanding my faith diligently.

    - We need to expose more of K to the public.

    This effort was a part of that strategy.

    I was already concerned about what would happen after hunting Angramoti.

    If, by any chance, I exhausted all my divinity in this battle.

    'The Earth would become vulnerable instantly.'

    Angramoti was merely a stepping stone; if there was a final boss, it would be Omby.

    With it still intact and some legion commanders possibly remaining, there was no choice but to prepare for what comes next.

    'The system won't have the strength to protect Earth until it's fully restored.'

    Moreover, the foe to be captured this time was not a complete god but rather a fallen, irregular caliber.

    'Its divinity must have already been significantly depleted.'

    Even when capturing Karklein, its divinity wasn't so abundant.

    It was embarrassingly less compared to what Meferoseta or Agnotia possessed.

    Moreover, it was polluted and needed purification before use.

    In many ways, Angramoti was an inefficient prey with rewards lower than the resources invested.

    In short, it was no more than a shiny but unfulfilling prospect.

    Despite that, capturing it was necessary, which compelled the undertaking.

    Lily presented a way to address that drawback.

    I thought rejecting such a well-considered countermeasure would be the worst choice, hence accepted Lily's proposal.

    'Once decided, there's no looking back.'

    I watched the filming team players in the midst of preparation and turned towards Lily and Ethan, breaking the silence.

    "I'll move ahead."

    "Yeah, we will wrap up and mobilize shortly."

    "Be careful, K."

    With Lily and Ethan seeing me off, I tread upward, stepping through the air.

    Reaching a height where the air turned chilly, I could see far off Angramoti that had been steadily advancing northward for days.

    Even with ten heads, it only had four legs, making its movement somewhat sluggish.

    However, the path it traversed often became a wasteland.

    Angramoti was obliterating its surrounding while it stuffed various plants into its ten gaping mouths.

    Devoid of living creatures around, it was probably trying to absorb life to secure its divinity in whatever way possible.

    'Civilian evacuation is proceeding well.'

    Evacuation continues along the route Angramoti moves.

    It may mean an increase in property damage wherever it passes.

    But human casualties are being minimized.

    This means we can afford to drag things out a little more without major issues.

    'For now, it's reconnaissance.'

    To ensure its certain death, intel on its regeneration was needed.

    To learn how much it could regenerate.

    Whether speeds changed with the increase in areas to be regenerated.

    Identifying the limits of impossibility would be beneficial.

    And if any weaknesses were discovered during the reconnaissance, even better.

    After reviewing the strategies, a few minutes of waiting followed.

    A brief wait later, I heard a transmission from the earpiece in my ear.

    『Preparation completed.』

    Pressing the button near the earpiece, I responded.

    『Let's commence.』

    It was time to hunt down the corrupted god who had lost its past glory.

    * * *

    「(Breaking) Association official announcement, creature that killed 9 Platinum ranks, successfully exterminated!」

    「(Urgent) Monster appearing in Bulgaria, exterminated」

    「The desolation post-war, association: 'Will concentrate all efforts to compensate property damages.'」

    「(World News) Bulgarian people jubilant and praising, 'We believe in the myth of K.'」

    「(Exclusive) Association releases video of creature battle, 'The flawless victory of Humanity.'」

    News related to the association's announcement burst forth from various countries as soon as the Players Association held a press conference.

    At the same time, the number of users accessing the global platform, UTube, surged.

    『To deliver the victory of humanity more clearly, the association has decided to release the battle scene footage.』

    It was because of the announced news during the ongoing press conference.

    'What on earth is going on...'

    Viewers watching the problematic press conference in Korea hastily logged on to UTube.

    They quickly found the video mentioned by the association's media representative.

    "Is it real?"

    Muttering in disbelief, surprise was etched onto the voice.

    It was the first time the association officially distributed 'battle' footage.

    Until now, the Players Association had operated an official channel on UTube like many other guilds and individual players.

    The videos uploaded there were varied.

    Press conference recordings stating the association's direction.

    Educational videos aiding civilian evacuations.

    Footage offering information on specific monsters to prepare for eventualities.

    Debates against groups discriminating against demi-humans.

    Footage promoting donation activities for war refugees.

    The association-produced content was indeed numerous.

    However, they hadn't included battle scenes, especially ones depicting monsters being slain.

    Even in regions where war was ongoing, footage of Hole-open areas was the same.

    Footage from such areas was often uploaded by civilians illegally accessing the site, defying evacuation orders.

    The association was reluctant to upload gruesome scenes, feeling there was no need to emphasize violence by publicizing war situations.

    Yet today, that principle was broken.

    'Battle scene footage filmed by the association, they say.'

    Gulping nervously, the viewer clicked play on the approximately 30-minute video.

    The video, seemingly filmed by a drone, was showcasing a top-down view.

    The most noticeable thing was the creature. The horrifyingly massive creature previously seen only through internet photographs.

    "How many meters is that...?"

    Having thought it looked large in photos, it appeared several times larger when seen beside real-world objects.

    The creature conveniently had a building to compare with, and was now walking by, making its colossal size evident.

    Its massive foot stepping on a 4-5 floored building and walking past was shocking, to say the least.

    Frozen speechless at the unreal creature's size, only momentarily.

    『Let's start.』

    A voice came from the video, immediately recognizable due to its familiarity.

    'It's K...!'

    Having seen and heard countless contents, the certainty was there.

    The English subtitles also displayed the name K beneath.

    The viewer found themselves rooting for K's victory, clenching their fists unconsciously.

    And then, zap—lightning struck.

    - Screeeech!

    A bitter scream reverberated, palpable even beyond the screen.

    "Ah!"

    Involuntarily sucking in a breath, the viewer froze.

    "It exploded!"

    One of the ten serpent-like heads, sprawling in all directions and consuming everything in its path, exploded.

    As thoughts of the creature being perhaps less formidable than anticipated fueled rapid heartbeats and quickened breaths, the creature's head commenced its regeneration with bubbling fervor.

    "Uh!"

    Unlike the viewer opening their eyes wide in shock, an almost dispassionate and calm voice followed the shocking spectacle.

    『First regeneration takes 45 seconds.』

    The statement was spoken in English, with the subtitles showing it belonged to Lily.

    The viewer brought their face closer to the monitor, almost as if being drawn into the footage.

    Prior failed exterminations hadn't reported anything regarding regeneration.

    It was natural, given the inability to even wound the creature back then.

    However, without any sign of disturbance, the efforts continued now.

    Two heads were blown together this time, followed by their recovery.

    Then, three, and finally four heads even.

    『Regeneration speed is slowing.』

    Feeling of futility replaced by confirmation with the persistent report tracking progress, viewers began piecing a picture that it was reconnaissance.

    'Wow, wow!'

    Thump-thump-thump, the tension building up, quickened the pulse.

    With repeated rounds of experimentation, the creature began to ferociously rampage.

    From its intact maw, black fog poured out, enveloping the area.

    『K, there's a new pathogen message. Chaos Values are rising quickly.』

    『I got the message too.』

    『There's no significant change for us.』

    The sequence was in English, Korean, and Biharin.

    The viewer's expression became increasingly serious.

    Following the failed first extermination attempt, reports had detailed new pathogens.

    Unlike the old pathogens placing a mere timer targeting players' lives.

    This creature's pathogen drove players into frenzy.

    Infected players lost their reason, attacking their own allies.

    Moreover, it didn't stop at that, as it effected physical transformations.

    The blood darkened, skin began to appear not human-like, splitting open, while the eyes turned an ominous crimson.

    'Monsterization.'

    It was stated the creature's pathogen could turn players into monsters.

    Moreover, it was harder to purify compared to the older pathogens which merely placed a timer.

    The unforeseen variable dealt considerable blows to the player faction.

    Two Alpha station support staff were killed by players undergoing monsterization.

    This prompted the association to quickly convert from a monster extermination to an evacuation strategy.

    Taking a rash stance could've led to internecine slaughter.

    During that time, Lily faced considerable criticism for cowardly fleeing, abandoning player duties without a fight.

    Recalling news barely digested days before, the viewer's lips turned dry.

    'All those folks are world-class level. If any of them get infected and lose their reason...!'

    Would a catastrophe follow?

    The viewer, nail-biting from overwhelming anxiety, suddenly startled.

    『I have declared the domain. Be careful not to step outside it, report current status.』

    『Chaos Values are dropping. Purification is faster than contamination.』

    『Same here! It feels safest hunting alongside hyung. There's no concern about contamination at all.』

    Easy-going chats almost seemed strangely out of place with the scene.

    The viewer recalled a known and long-overlooked undeniable fact:

    The one holding the line there was K, the first-ever reported Alpha of humanity.

    The implication of that fact was simple.

    K was not only the first Alpha but also the highest-ranked purifier, the greatest Alpha.
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    The viewer, startled by a newfound realization, momentarily gazed blankly at the screen.

    During this brief pause, K's calm voice continued.

    「The observation shows that if there are many injured areas, the regeneration time extends to about 3 minutes. It seems certain that the regeneration capability is not infinite.」

    「What will you do, K?」

    「As previously announced, each team will handle two heads. I will take charge of the remaining heads.」

    「Yul has a question! What if we can handle more than two at a time?」

    「If you can afford it, it's good to deal with as many areas as possible with destructive thunder... But handling more than two will be taxing. Move cautiously.」

    It was as if someone casually remarked, "The weather is nice today," and somehow the tension began to dissipate.

    "Everyone, keep in mind that this battle will be prolonged. You must relentlessly continue the fight until it cannot regenerate anymore, so pace yourselves appropriately."

    「Yes.」

    「Understood.」

    「Don't worry, earth types have the greatest stamina.」

    「Ethan's right, trust in that.」

    「I'll keep Gilenios in check, so don't worry.」

    Facing massive monsters and engaging in life-or-death struggles wasn't enough.

    Yet everyone present maintained calm without succumbing to fear.

    Maybe because of that? The viewer's previously racing heart also began to calm down.

    Simultaneously, the best player, seasoned from countless battles, declared,

    「Let's officially start the hunt now.」

    In the video capturing the distant monster, a dot glowing in Gold appeared abruptly.

    It was K, approaching the monster with a spear.

    Compared to the monster's overall size, K seemed incredibly small.

    However, as K swung the spear, the monster's head was cut off as effortlessly as plucking a bean sprout.

    Blood spurting, the scene transitioned.

    The previous footage was from quite a distance, capturing the entire monster.

    This time, a closer shot, only capturing one side of the monster, was taken.

    In this footage, a person smaller than a fingertip was visible.

    「It's Kim Yul!」

    Bounding through the air with familiarity, it was definitely Kim Yul.

    「While leading it away is good, don't go too far. My long-range magic can't support you from a distance.」

    The voice that followed was undoubtedly that of Yang Taeho.

    The viewer paused the video to locate him, finding Yang Taeho with a shield and hammer standing on the left edge of the screen.

    It seemed like the two were moving together.

    Once the viewer confirmed Kim Yul and Yang Taeho's positions, they resumed the video.

    「Oh, right. Uh... Hey! Not that way, this way! It's been a while since I hunted with you, so I forgot.」

    Even though it must have been filmed from quite a distance...

    "So, fast...!"

    Kim Yul, slicing through the air, crossed the frame rapidly, pursued by the monster's head.

    "Wh-what speed is that?"

    The speed seemed two to three times faster than vehicles captured on highway CCTV.

    Realizing the astonishing physical abilities of players anew, the viewer's mouth gaped open.

    Meanwhile, Kim Yul, leading the snakehead, approached the ground.

    As if waiting for this moment, Yang Taeho leaped, hammer crashing down.

    Boom!

    The impact of the monster's head smashing into the ground was so intense that it shattered the cemented floor, sending pieces flying skyward.

    Shortly after, a golden lightning erupted from Yang Taeho's hammer, which had struck the monster's head.

    - Skeeek!

    A chilling, ear-piercing scream resounded.

    Thud, thud, thud!

    Yang Taeho relentlessly hammered away multiple times.

    He continued without pause until the monster's head was utterly pulverized.

    「What a tough damn thing!」

    Just as Yang Taeho, having neutralized a single head, was catching his breath and raising his hammer...

    A massive shadow burst out from behind Kim Yul, who had led away the monster.

    A different head was racing towards Kim Yul at astonishing speed.

    "Gasp!"

    The viewer, unable to properly register the monster's movement, gasped in shock, inhaling sharply.

    In that crucial, life-threatening moment when Kim Yul was nearly devoured by the monster...

    Sharp rocks erupted from the ground, shielding Kim Yul's back.

    The fantastic timing of Kim Yul's cover was clearly a result of Yang Taeho's magic.

    「Nice, Yang Taeho ajussi!」

    The viewer silently cheered, clenching their fists.

    Meanwhile, the monster that had tried to swallow Kim Yul crashed into the pile of rocks.

    Crash! Bang!

    With every collision, the rocks shattered and crumbled.

    Leaving the debris behind, Kim Yul spoke as he withdrew.

    「It's faster and tougher than expected. The fact that it withstands that man's hammer... Two is really the limit.」

    「Indeed, Hyunwoo wouldn't have mentioned two for no reason.」

    Another crash momentarily cast a shadow over the monster's head, hurtling towards the two.

    Kim Yul swiftly turned back, aiming for the nape.

    As Kim Yul fiercely swung the dagger, a screech like nails on a chalkboard resounded.

    Blood gushed from a stab wound on the monster's nape, drenching Kim Yul.

    Then the screen shifted once more, revealing...

    "Rashar?"

    It was Rashar, well-known among Koreans.

    A knight from Bihar and an apostle of the Order of Palao.

    She was reported to have a personal connection with K from before.

    Rashar joined the Palao Guild right after completing Earth adaptation training.

    She appeared on Kim Yul's live broadcast with K.

    Subsequently, she closed various holes and began to gain fame among Koreans.

    "I heard rumors they called her a genius in Bihar..."

    Among South Koreans, those just seemed like tall tales.

    It made sense, given the restricted access to scenes related to Holes, leaving no opportunity for the public to directly witness her skills.

    Therefore, news of her as an apostle using the golden lightning, which was considered K's power, sparked widespread debate among netizens.

    They speculated that maybe K granted her privileges due to past ties.

    Some even suggested she might secretly be K's lover.

    Others condemned K for making stupid decisions due to infatuation.

    Most of these comments aimed to degrade both K and Rashar.

    However, the viewer watching this video wasn't as negative.

    But they weren't particularly elevating Rashar's status either.

    "She made it on the list of individuals who closed many Holes, but..."

    That was just par for the course for any player.

    Apart from her experience closing Holes, there were very few significant exploits worth noting for Rashar.

    Unlike K, who generated headlines and accomplishments nationally and internationally, Rashar focused mainly within the boundaries.

    Even knowing this, biases are hard to dismiss quickly.

    People inherently struggle to believe what they haven't witnessed, and the viewer was no different.

    At that moment, golden lightning fiercely maneuvered on screen, accompanied by a woman's voice.

    「Gilenios, don't overuse the authority. Use it precisely when necessary...」

    A strange man's voice suddenly interjected before the woman could even finish speaking.

    "The female voice must be Rashar... However, there's another figure, not visible, near the monster. But who is Gilenios?"

    As the viewer wondered, Rashar's voice rose.

    「That's why I told you to leave the attack to me and focus on inhibiting its regeneration from the rear!」

    At that moment, two monster heads rapidly descended, targeting Rashar.

    「Hup!」

    In a blink, the monster's heads loomed, jaws wide open.

    Then, flashes of golden lightning shot out like long spears, left and right of Rashar.

    Bang, and bang!

    The ground upheaved and gouged as though something unseen slashed through.

    Firmly severed from the monstrous necks, the neatly sliced heads and jaws thudded and rolled.

    After a brief silence, the severed sections of the monster's heads and jaws began to regenerate vigorously.

    Finally, the viewer realized what Rashar had just done.

    Not only did she decapitate one head, but she also sliced off the jaw of another.

    In speeds unattainable by the viewer's sight.

    "A-amazing..."

    Even rewinding the footage and reducing playback speed to 0.25 couldn't reveal the clear movement.

    Kim Yul and Yang Taeho hadn't managed the instantaneous strike against the monster.

    Yet Rashar had severed it cleanly with a single strike.

    Just like K did!

    「I'll handle the partially severed one, while you inhibit its regeneration.」

    Rashar, undistracted by the viewer's shock, focused on the ongoing battle.

    She pushed off the ground to tackle the partially severed monster head.

    Once more, the screen changed.

    In the silence, amidst the well-known figures of the association in battle—Ethan and Lily appeared.

    They didn't exchange words as the previous teams did.

    Even without communication, their synchronicity was remarkable.

    Their battle sharply contrasted with earlier ones and soon entered a lull.

    With both heads regenerating, they faced no direct threat.

    During this brief pause, Ethan murmured.

    "It's more manageable than expected..."

    Hearing this, Lily turned back, casting a glance.

    Seizing a momentary breather while the heads regenerated, Ethan waved his hands, hastily explaining.

    "Oh, not to say it's easy, or to imply a lack of caution. It's not like there have been no dangerous moments... The news about the initial failed subjugation made me anxious, but it's more manageable than anticipated."

    Perhaps fearing misunderstanding, Ethan seemed keen to clarify.

    Lily, however, responded in a calm voice, seemingly understanding.

    "We're free from the new pathogens."

    "Pardon?"

    "The monster's ultimate weapon and greatest threat wasn't the overwhelming regenerative ability but the new pathogens."

    K successfully neutralized that threat entirely.

    "Oh."

    "That's why, unlike the initial subjugation, we're safe now. We aren't attacking each other."

    During the initial subjugation attempt, without K, the scene was said to be pure chaos.

    Lily, reminiscent of past events, smiled bitterly.

    "Imagine continuing to deploy players without addressing the pathogen issue... By now, we'd be combating tens of thousands of players turned into monsters' allies."

    Lily herself or even Ethan could have been desperate to kill each other.

    "But thanks to K, that's no longer a concern."

    Almost immediately after Lily's words concluded, explosions, shattering, and ripping noises echoed.

    Both Ethan and Lily simultaneously turned toward the source of the sounds.

    There, the heads—no less than four—were wriggling powerlessly.

    The person engaged in battle alone while others operated in pairs...

    This was the work of the world's strongest player, undeniably the world's number one, K.

    As the screen shifted, a distant overhead shot of K was broadcasted.

    Those quick shots from a bird's eye view...

    The viewer soon realized one chilling fact.

    "Are those... heads?"
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    At the place where K was present.

    Precisely below the monster's foot and above its shell, large rock-like objects had continuously fallen down.

    Upon closer inspection, those turned out to be the severed heads of the monster.

    Even a casual glance revealed there were dozens of them.

    The mere thought that K had severed all of them single-handedly left one speechless.

    K did not stop there, continually attacking the regenerating heads.

    It seemed like he was hindering the monster's smooth regeneration process.

    And then, suddenly, the flesh on the neck behind K swiftly bulged up.

    「Hm?」

    K turned around instantly to see it.

    A snake's head began forming at a speed that was incomparable to the previous regeneration rate.

    Before the monster could fully form its shape, it attacked K.

    Of course, K did not easily fall prey to its attack.

    He directly extended his foot and kicked away the monster's head, speaking into the walkie-talkie.

    「It seems like it can regenerate certain parts quickly, so keep that in mind.」

    Soon, responses confirming the reception of the message came from each of the different teams.

    And then battles ensued, one after another.

    As mentioned earlier, the monotonously long battles repeated over and over.

    The viewers could acutely feel the passage of time.

    The sky changed as time went by.

    The sun set, and darkness fell before dawn broke, all while no one on the ground stopped to rest.

    After an entire day dedicated to the hunt.

    「Uh? It's hiding!」

    As Kim Yul shouted, ten monster heads simultaneously retreated into the shell.

    Despite the sudden lull, there was no disturbance.

    Instead, Kim Yul, Lily, two Wind attribute players known for their agility, initiated reconnaissance.

    「Hyung, the hole is completely sealed!」

    「This side is the same. It's starting to feel its limits.」

    At that very moment, Rashar used her authority to strike down on the shell.

    The results were not promising. It only left a slight scratch on the monster's shell.

    「It's incredibly hard. K, would you give it a try?」

    「How much did you manage?」

    「A few scratches were made, but it's not significant damage.」

    「Step aside for a moment.」

    No sooner had K's voice, with a slight click of his tongue, ceased than a sharp golden rain fell on the shell.

    Before realizing what the glittering identity was,

    Slash, slash!

    The golden light that touched the shell bounced off.

    「This won't work either.......」

    K replied calmly to Rashar's inquiry as he silently looked down below.

    Observing the immobile creature, entirely concealed in its hard shell for a brief moment.

    「To the two of you with Earth attributes.」

    After a short silence, K spoke.

    「Recharge your mana to trigger a large-scale terrain transformation or rock magic.」

    「Got it.」

    「May I ask what you have in mind?」

    As responses came from Yang Taeho and Ethan in sequence, K's face came into close-up.

    Eventually, he, with an expressionless face, stated,

    「Let's flip it over.」

    The monster's belly was decently protruding; who knows, its hardness might be lesser than that of the shell.

    「There's no harm in trying once.」

    The two Earth attribute Platinum ranks raised the earth as one would raise a mountain and overturned the enormous monster with it.

    Boom!

    In that moment, when the land quaked as though an earthquake struck, a golden rain poured over the exposed belly.

    This time, instead of bouncing off, they lodged themselves in.

    Black blood spurted out like a fountain from the attacked area.

    K's choice was proven correct.

    After that, the viewers could only witness fragmentary scenes.

    - Craaa!

    The monster's desperate struggle.

    - The head! Heads are reemerging!

    - We need to pin it down to stop it from flipping!

    - K, purification!

    - Pour everything you've got!

    The relentless and urgent assault of the hunting party.

    - Screeech!

    Followed shortly by the monster's death throes echoing.

    A span of never-short time passed too quickly.

    The approximately five-minute-long video flew by in an instant.

    The black mist spread quickly as if devouring the whole world.

    The scene captured by the drone flying from afar was filled with nothing but black.

    The entire area where the monster had been was surrounded by a black dome-like fog.

    And within that mist, a calm voice, markedly the same as at the beginning of the hunt, marked the video's end.

    「Kill confirmed. It's over, everyone. You can rest now.」

    The statement signified the end of the prolonged, wearisome hunt that exceeded a whole day.

    Unbeknownst to himself, the viewer lifted his clenched fists into the air and muttered.

    "They did it......!"

    Humanity had once again thwarted another invasion.

    * * *

    Hunting Angramoti was not difficult but rather exhausting.

    Considering we spent over a day engaging in battle with an irregular, it was expected.

    Fortunately, what was gained at the end of that long, arduous hunt was not insignificant.

    'Though most of the corrupted divinity was gone due to repeated regeneration.'

    A small amount of additional divinity was obtained and was currently being purified.

    Additionally, most of the status that Angramoti possessed was absorbed.

    The means of attack they possessed were removed successfully.

    The enemy could no longer employ tactics that caused chaos by maddening healthy creatures.

    'This is indeed a remarkable achievement.'

    In the early days of Bihar's invasion.

    There was chaos due to creatures from a different dimension as well as monsters created by transforming Bihar's beasts and Demi-humans.

    On Earth, such chances of internal collapse were no longer present.

    'It was surprising when Angramoti suddenly appeared.'

    Thinking back now, it was almost a relief that it appeared right before my eyes.

    Thanks to that, it turned into a blessing in disguise in some ways.

    'Most of the tasks are progressing smoothly.'

    Although there's ongoing assault from puppets targeting the apostles' status, they are being well-contained using thermal sensors and players capable of searches.

    'After eliminating the island of the mages, no new puppets should be deployed. We just need to eliminate the existing ones.'

    Likewise, the monster legion led by a new legion commander is being handled well by other players.

    Now that the Angramoti hunt is over, support from the apostles has also become available and will soon be settled.

    Earth will block this invasion successfully, just as before.

    As I desire.

    Seeing a perfectly realized painting one has envisioned in their mind is certainly satisfying.

    However, I didn't let my guard down recklessly.

    I delved into deep thought while taking a rest before moving on to the next battlefield.

    'I've subdued the Vanguard as well as the field commander.'

    Now only the head remains.

    'Omby.'

    After the death of Angramoti, my mind was filled with Omby.

    "Hyung."

    And amidst my thoughts, came a voice calling me.

    "You seem to be out of it......."

    Looking towards the source of the mumbling, Kim Yul was sitting there.

    He looked quite shabby. Still covered in the blood and dust from Angramoti hunt, eating before even cleaning himself.

    With his cheeks bulged, stuffed full of food prepared by the association, he continued speaking.

    "You've been playing with Rashar's hair for over 20 minutes since getting your food."

    Even at that, I casually replied.

    "So what?"

    "...... What?"

    "Is there a problem with me playing with her hair?"

    The blue hair of Rashar, sitting beside me, was entwined in my fingers playing idly.

    As if I wouldn't know what my hands were doing.

    "Is there anyone here who doesn't know I'm interested in her?"

    Some of those dining with us showed signs of surprise.

    "...... I didn't know."

    "Me neither."

    Especially Ethan and Lily.

    "Now you know."

    Looking at Ethan, I said, then shifted my gaze to Lily and continued speaking.

    "You don't need to worry. It won't affect combat."

    Meaning I wouldn't be making unfair moves like avoiding sending Rashar into danger areas.

    I'm not foolish enough to not separate public and private matters.

    I casually replied to organize the situation.

    "Wow, they switch positions rapidly."

    Kim Yul clapped theatrically in admiration.

    "Where did the hyung go, who was agonizing over distancing himself from Rashar?"

    I know reacting will only make it fun for him, but I couldn't help it, so I flicked a bottle of mineral water at him.

    "Shut up."

    As Kim Yul deftly caught the bottle, I directed my attention to Rashar.

    She was, with her ears flushed red, hiding her head.

    "Tell me if you don't like it, I'll stop."

    I made a remark, worried I might be going overboard.

    "...... If I disliked it, I'd have already moved away."

    Rashar mumbled quietly, providing a pleasantly satisfying reply.

    Then she took a bite of a prepared hamburger, seemingly trying to cover her face with her hair.

    Of course, I had no intention of just watching that scene pass by.

    "Really?"

    With one corner of my mouth tugged up, I reached out.

    I grasped Rashar's chair and pulled it quickly.

    Caught off guard, Rashar tried to regain her balance.

    But before she could do that, her chair and mine were firmly pulled together.

    She ended up sitting right beside me, closely.

    With an astonished, embarrassed look, she looked up at me. I spoke with a smile-lined voice.

    "Why look at me like that? You said you didn't mind."

    The moment Rashar seemed to be opening her mouth to say something,

    Yang Taeho's voice echoed from outside the tent, where he had gone out for a call.

    "There's no need to worry. How many times do I have to say, I'm not gonna die easily."

    His voice sounded softer than usual, implying his call was with Kim Ina.

    Evidently, I was not the only one who noticed it.

    Kim Yul, who was glancing between the tent and me, picked up his smartphone.

    "I have a girlfriend too, you know?"

    Perhaps feeling sulky over the couple's atmosphere on both sides.

    So he was likely trying to connect with Yeonwoo.

    Judging by how far he was holding the phone from his face, it was probably a video call.

    After several rings on the speaker phone, the call got through.

    Kim Yul, wearing a beaming expression, spoke,

    "Yeonwoo......!"

    "I'm watching lectures, so I can't talk long. I saw the association video, and you were impressive! Hang in there, and take care of my orabang! I'll contact you later, bye!"

    However, Yeonwoo's firm voice came through before the call abruptly ended.

    "......."

    Kim Yul, looking slightly dazed, stared at his smartphone.

    Witnessing that, I nodded with satisfaction.

    'Clever kid, considering whose sister she is.'

    I personally wished she would keep it on silent during study time and not take external calls.

    'Seems like she can cut off when necessary, no need to nag.'

    I nodded in satisfied approval.

    Then, with Rashar's hair encircled in my fingers, I began to idly play again.

    Tuning into my activity, Rashar addressed me cautiously.

    "May I ask what you're thinking about? If it's a question you can't answer, I won't pry......."

    "Well, there's no reason not to."

    Judging there wasn't a need to hide this matter, I spoke candidly.

    "If your status is enough to hear the name...... there's another irregular called Omby."

    "Ah, Omby......."

    "I'm mulling over how to hunt down the guy."

    For now, I can't even ascertain his location.

    Ultimately, waiting for the other side to make another attack is the only path for another encounter.

    'That kind of passive position is not pleasing at all.'

    I wanted to take proactive control of the situation, but that also wasn't easy.

    "Is there any problem? Perhaps in preparation for the hunt, if there's anything I can help with......."

    I shook my head at Rashar's words.

    "We're not at that stage. My information is too scarce, to begin with."

    Even the nature of his authority isn't known in this situation.
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    This applied to the Damned System as well.

    'There was no information shared by the gods of Bihar,'

    Damned System explained, reporting that even after facing dangers three or four times, it could not uncover the true powers.

    As I had witnessed, it only continued the battle with the corrupted divinity materialized in black.

    This situation immensely differed from clearly knowing the authorities of Karklein and Angramoti.

    I absentmindedly rubbed the strands of Rashar's hair in my hand as I muttered, "It seems Senoa had a clue..."

    Rashar's shoulder slightly trembled. However, neither she nor I mentioned nor delved into her reaction further.

    Rashar knew that I hunted the gods of Bihar. I had neither intentions of hiding it nor of compromising on this matter.

    She may have some guilty conscience from abandoning the gods herself.

    Nonetheless, once Rashar decided to live on Earth, she couldn't blame me for pursuing this problem.

    It was for our sake, after all.

    I backed away from speaking, allowing Rashar some emotional space, and returned to my thoughts.

    'It's clear that she knows something.'

    Hence, she left an odd message instructing me not to get caught.

    'Should I meet her?'

    Logically, it made sense to meet Senoa as I knew too little about the enemy while wanting to catch Omby.

    There was a way to meet him, after all.

    "Given the location, finding it isn't entirely impossible once the System returns to resume the search."

    If Senoa continued to pursue Omby, finding both their locations would be feasible.

    Thus, searching for Senoa was indeed worth a try.

    But when found and met, I pondered if that meeting would be entirely beneficial?

    This required some deliberation.

    Senoa was unlikely to welcome me.

    "It would be insane to welcome someone who had hunted her brethren."

    It wasn't surprising if she came at me with a blade, determined to kill at first sight.

    Yet, I felt little guilt for hunting the gods of Bihar.

    From the start, the gods of Bihar intended to consume and discard us like pawns.

    I merely responded in kind instead of quietly enduring.

    Thus, I had assumed there would be neither compromise nor exchange with the remaining gods.

    "I believed that what remained between us was merely a pursuit."

    However, Senoa was difficult to define entirely as an enemy.

    The attitude she had shown when we briefly encountered a few days ago was troubling.

    "Perhaps she was just preoccupied during the battle."

    Maybe she had dealt with me practically because there was no lingering bitterness.

    Having had minimal direct encounters with Senoa left me unsure.

    Of course, all these thoughts were ultimately meaningless.

    'It's something I'll have to eventually do, so why stress over it?'

    If we met and she attacked, I would respond accordingly. With her experience in battles, it could even benefit me.

    If instead she indicated a willingness to converse, I would try to acquire information.

    If some sort of exchange was required for the gained information, I would weigh the costs and gains.

    I summed up my previously tangled thoughts as simply as possible.

    At that moment, the awaited message appeared.

    「SYSTEM restored.」

    「Barrier fully operational.」

    「Trait Berserker activated.」

    「System switched to support mode for player Kang Hyunwoo.」

    The System was back.

    Perhaps sensing its approach, everyone present trembled slightly.

    Yang Taeho's voice, echoing from outside the tent, abruptly halted as well.

    "No need to worry, this one's on our side."

    While reassuring them, the System displayed its message.

    《System Message》

    《Kang Hyunwoo, I wish to express my deepest gratitude.》

    《Thanks to you, I was able to escape the crisis.》

    《I truly appreciate it.》

    I straightened my posture from leaning toward Rashar as I spoke, "Current status?"

    Though countless questions floated in my head, I chose the most pragmatic one.

    I had always detested the System, causing much chaos, so admitting its struggle now would hurt my pride.

    'Not like I was the only one going through hardship.'

    Despite knowing I'd be criticized for being petty, I had no intention of changing my mind.

    Thus, maintaining a neutral expression, I awaited the response.

    《System Message》

    《I am much better now.》

    The System's subsequent words furrowed my brows.

    Sharply, I reproached, "Lay out your exact status. Tell me precisely what you can do currently, what needs support from me or my apostles, and share concrete information so I can align my actions accordingly."

    A breach had previously opened up in our defenses, but concluding it with a mere 'I'm okay now' wasn't sufficient.

    Attempting to harden my softened heart led to unexpectedly pointed words escaping my lips, though I made no attempt to soften them, and the System simply replied nonchalantly.

    《System Message》

    《Understood. With the barrier now fully operational, new Holes will open at a pace that will minimize harm to players.》

    《However, I have limited means for additional intervention on Holes that have already forcibly opened.》

    《Furthermore, as I expended significant divinity during restoration, providing material support for the physical world will be challenging for the time being.》

    《And next...》

    The System message continued extensively.

    As I scrolled down, more and more details became apparent.

    From this, I learned precisely what the System could currently accomplish.

    Having meticulously reviewed the lengthy System message, I responded.

    "Handling the ones already opened will be the responsibility of the physical world. There will be some casualties, but... leave the closing to us. Focus on gathering authority. If closing Holes hinders accumulating divinity, it's okay to open them slightly more than average. It hasn't been long since the calamity, so everyone should still have enough stamina. They'll manage."

    The number of Holes lingering above had already reduced drastically.

    Since closing them is inevitable, removing them at a slightly faster pace could be advantageous.

    "With increased divinity, finding Senoa should become easier."

    《System Message》

    《Are you referring to the Senoa of Humility?》

    "Yes, I need to meet her to possibly gain information on Omby. Currently, it's the only feasible information-gathering route, so please focus on that search."

    《System Message》

    《Understood.》

    The System, too, seemed to agree that we lacked information.

    Thus, it accepted my suggestion without objection.

    I would have been content if it had stopped there.

    《System Message》

    《I fully agree and wish to support Kang Hyunwoo's view. However, personally, I fear you may be rushing things too much.》

    Musing with hesitation, the System added unnecessarily.

    "What?"

    《System Message》

    〈As you know having experienced it yourself, Omby is not an easy opponent.》

    It claimed that it had never seen a god of that rank, albeit it wasn't an primordial god.

    Maintaining consciousness despite such corruption of divinity seemed suspicious.

    It wasn't guaranteed but hinted at having potentially devoured an primordial god from another dimension.

    Therefore, it was entirely different from all foes encountered so far.

    《System Message》

    Though I may have been ambushed this time, ordinarily, I hide very well. I'll make greater efforts to shield us, so perhaps Kang Hyunwoo could afford to build your rank and skills more leisurely...?

    "Blocking and hiding is endless, something you already know. That's why you nurtured me."

    《System Message》

    《But Omby is dangerous. I'm concerned you might truly perish.》

    I retorted with furrowed brows.

    "Who doesn't know that?"

    Did it take me for a fool?

    The understanding that this wasn't child's play and that I could Die had never once escaped me since becoming a player.

    Yet, for the System to deliberately remind me of that to halt me arose annoyance.

    "I never said I'd charge in immediately, just that we should do what we can for now, so why all the nagging lately?"

    《System Message》

    《Oh, nagging! I merely worry for Kang Hyunwoo...》

    I dismissed the System's message without fully reading it, further reprimanding it.

    "I don't need those concerns, so put them elsewhere."

    Post silence, suddenly—Boom!

    "Heek!"

    "What is this?"

    "Wh-what happened! Was that another attack?"

    Reacting to the intense shock shaking around the tent, everyone prepared for battle with tension.

    However, I merely glared at the System message, ignoring the others.

    《System Message》

    《If you merely perceive it as nagging, so be it! I shall stop holding back on the nagging hereafter!》

    Was it expressing its displeasure by staging such a protest?

    I was about to rebuke the System as anger simmered, yet it vanished hastily before I could retort.

    The System's presence faded just like that, leaving me momentarily glaring where it had been.

    'Sometimes it truly seems like a child.'

    Exhaling a long sigh, I shook my head.

    Then, I seated those who had stopped mid-meal, ensuring they continued dining.

    "It's gone now, so finish your meals."

    Though Angramoti had been hunted, the war wasn't over yet.

    We had to quickly recover and hunt down the legion commanders appearing in various regions.

    * * *

    With Angramoti's appearance, six legion commanders emerged.

    Among them, Lily hunted one, and on my way to retrieve Yang Taeho, I hunted another.

    "Four remain."

    While hunting Angramoti, my apostles had subtly accumulated their own skills.

    Unlike previously, hunting a legion commander should be feasible for them.

    However, to ensure caution, I sent them in pairs.

    Naturally, one remaining commander fell under my responsibility.

    The commander I faced was in China.

    The authority of that legion commander involved controlling corpses.

    Thus, the association retreated, temporarily ending battles on that front.

    Then, avoiding clashes with enemy forces as much as possible, they awaited someone capable of dealing with the commander to arrive.

    Finally, I had arrived.

    Having prepared for battle upon arrival, I gritted my teeth at the sight of the monsters visible from the cliff.

    "Unbelievable."

    Amidst the Evolved Species were the scattered corpses of players.

    "You won't Die easily."

    As I stood at the vanguard hunting the legion commander, I adjusted my grip on my spear, my face stiffening.

    With a firm tap, I struck the ground lightly with the spear.

    The action bore no particular meaning.

    At best, it was slight venting rage at the commander toying with players who deserved peaceful rest.

    Yet, unexpected events unfolded from that simple action.

    Thud! Thud! Thud!

    Others began striking the ground with their feet or weapons following my lead.

    The reverberation, originating from where I stood, widened, eventually prompting players across the area to collectively pound the ground.

    A grand resonance akin to an earthquake enveloped us, shaking the earth extensively.

    Within this vibration, another sound emerged.

    "K!"

    "K!"

    The sudden cheers from the player troops flustered me.

    Presumably, it stemmed from the video released by the association.

    Having visualized and directly witnessed my battle, they were likely moved.

    Whether it was inspiration from having seen my victory over an equally daunting adversary in Angramoti.

    Regardless of the reason, I gulped and clenched my fists tightly.

    The surge of divinity flowing into me had intensified greatly.

    The players present began believing fiercely in my victory.

    Droplets that once dwindled rapidly transformed into streams, the streams then swiftly filling my depleted divinity.

    Inhaled deeply alongside the swift, soaring sensation that fortified and strengthened me further.

    Loaded with belief, I took up my spear and murmured.

    "Victory."

    Retreat was not an option for us standing here.

    Annihilation was our sole course.
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    Yet another invasion ended, leaving more damage than any before. However, the world's atmosphere did not seem to sink into despair.

    Instead, it felt as if it had become more feverish.

    The evidence of this could be glimpsed in the conversations of young people in their 20s passing by.

    While waiting at a signal, I overheard a conversation from outside the car window.

    "Have you seen the videos from the Spanish front?"

    "Of course! It was unbelievable! The way the ground moved, wow, it was nothing like the movies!"

    "Canada faced even fiercer battles than Spain. There were three nemesis-rank enemies there."

    "I didn't know the president of the Association was that skilled, damn."

    The association had begun to disclose players' combat footage. Although the sound of victories from afar was welcome, in the end, it was someone else's affair.

    Individuals could not truly feel the reality of it. On the other hand, what about the publicly released videos of players' exploits?

    "They captured vivid reality."

    It could not even be compared to movies made with added graphics.

    "Like Jihye said, it really can't be compared to movies. After watching that, movies seem lame."

    "Right? It's not just me, is it?"

    "Thinking that it really happened and wasn't made up makes it more intense, makes me more immersed."

    Most civilians had little experience watching battles either beyond the Hole or on Earth directly.

    More likely, they had the experience of fleeing in panic when the Hole opened.

    "Or maybe they died among the monsters already."

    As a result, the things they only vaguely imagined, the things they sometimes saw in secretly recorded videos or photos, mostly just hearing thuds and roars from afar, became vividly revealed, and everyone naturally paid attention.

    The sight of monsters dying, spewing black blood, was brutal, but many cheered.

    The enemies' pain and death were synonymous with humanity's victory.

    Concerns about the brutality and violence of the videos were raised worldwide. But no one could stop the spread of these videos.

    They were the only way to suppress the accumulated anxiety and fear due to the successive invasions and unforgettable damage.

    "As a result, the activities that were quietly silenced have skyrocketed."

    Players began to more aggressively showcase their abilities and create various content.

    "First reveal! The power of Intermediate-rank World Magic."

    "1:5, how big is the physical gap between Gold Rank and Silver Rank?"

    "Why attribute mana is unimportant to Platinum Rank."

    "Learning magic compatibility through practice!"

    "What is the player's unique attribute 'Kvelton Flower'?"

    "The best way to deal with a traitor player: '○○ ○○○!'"

    "First player ranking revealed! Curious about the player rankings?"

    "Now really be careful. The fate of those claiming players are unnecessary will be like this."

    It was behavior that over 99% of the players had refrained from until now. This was due to the Association's implicit pressure.

    They saw it as unwise to emphasize the differences between civilians and players.

    However, the social atmosphere had changed due to the ongoing wars, and the Association was forced to shift its stance.

    With the Association's pressure gone, it was only natural that the previously suppressed desire to show off or gain recognition exploded.

    As a result, the consumption rate of the medium known as "players" increased by over tenfold.

    There was a sense that society was becoming excessively player-centric.

    'Yet the level of social unrest and crime rate has dropped visibly.'

    The problem Lily pointed out was being resolved, so for now, I decided to wait and see.

    The amount of divinity gathering due to videos of my exploits was also increasing.

    Not planning to leave players' power intact after the war ended meant it was okay for now.

    At present, the gains from this change outweighed the losses.

    'There are more crucial matters to address.'

    Preparing to hunt Omby was my top priority.

    Although there wasn't much information from the brief encounter, it was clear enough that Omby was superior in every aspect, making me intuit defeat at our first meeting.

    Not only was its status on a different level, but so too would be the quality of its authority.

    'Authority eventually evolves according to status, after all.'

    Indeed, the authority of Gileneos had transformed in such a way. He accumulated indirect status by becoming an apostle three times.

    'I'm limited to opening paths within the same dimension now.'

    If the creature accumulated real status and reached true divinity like Karklein, it might open paths between dimensions.

    Thus, status significantly affected authority.

    While the doll was considerably powerful as it was, enhancing it further was necessary.

    'I'll need to speed up the hunt.'

    Of course, I couldn't focus solely on status. To face Omby, I needed to train my martial arts as well.

    Pure martial prowess alone wouldn't guarantee victory. I had never once correctly seen the trajectory of its sword.

    Even by stealing other gods' statuses and enhancing my authority, the chances of winning in close combat remained slim.

    So I devised a rigorous training schedule, intensifying its rigor. I was en route to adhere to that training regime.

    As the signal changed and the vehicle started moving, it soon left Seoul behind.

    The ultimate destination was a secluded mountain in Gyeonggi Province. The land was government-owned, and Major Yang Taeho had granted me access.

    It was the same area where we conducted firearms experiments on the monsters I previously brought.

    Searching for a place inaccessible to outsiders led to this location being naturally chosen.

    Having traveled the path once before, I didn't stray significantly. Upon arriving, I immediately donned my gear.

    While loosening up and waiting, one by one, my contacts, assisted by National Intelligence Service staff, began to arrive.

    "Damn you."

    The first to speak was Gretman, glaring at me with displeasure. His air seemed full of agitation—likely frustrated by the frequent summons.

    "I've shown up on your word yet here's my thanks, huh?"

    Standing beside the growling Gretman was someone else speaking sense.

    "Horfe, you've arrived."

    "I'm here out of personal interest, so no need to worry."

    "I taught these skills and yet never once did you bother visiting, only summoning me, it's infuriating."

    "If it vexed you so, you shouldn't have come."

    "I had to see what nonsense caused the summons, didn't I?"

    Was that a threat to beat the crap out of me if this was nonsense?

    I subconsciously swallowed dry. Just then, others entered the clearing.

    "We aren't late, are we?"

    Seeming quite excited, Shamel joined the conversation. Tembon accompanied her, adding his voice.

    Even Rashar, who had set off earlier to bring the two here on my behalf, arrived.

    Five skilled individuals, who knew how to dominate mana, had gathered in one place.

    Among the five, three were apostles, but that carried little significance.

    For this spar, we wouldn't use mana or divinity.

    "Thank you all for coming on such short notice."

    "I'm glad to have some excitement... Have you taken a liking to sparring lately? You did so last time, too."

    Horfe, maintaining a casual demeanor, fixed his gaze on me as if I was his prey.

    I worried if banning mana and divinity in a spar was perhaps a foolish challenge, but I had nowhere to retreat, being convinced it was necessary.

    "I have a formidable foe to hunt next."

    "So? Then it's best we start without delay."

    There was no reason to refuse.

    "I'd ask all five of you to come at me together."

    "Hm? All of us? Can you handle it?"

    "I'll have to be able to."

    With no time to gradually improve my skills, the plan was to have them pressure me intensely.

    "Using weapons isn't forbidden, but if you could focus on capturing me during the spar, I'd appreciate it."

    Don't get caught. Senoa's words had been etched into my mind, as if branded. At the very least, I needed to prepare.

    Repeating practice bordering on real combat would force improvements in my evasive skills. Perhaps the request was unexpected, given her unexpected query. Shamel fiddled with her spear.

    "'Don't get caught', huh... What level of effort would satisfy you?"

    I gripped my spear likewise, responding earnestly.

    "I'd be immensely grateful if you'd come with the intent to capture me dead."

    Shamel and Horfe exchanged glances, and then their lips curled into knowing smiles.

    "That sounds like an enjoyable time."

    Immediately, the five formidable beings encircled me and leaped forward. As the grueling training commenced, I found myself breathless, swearing under my breath due to its intensity.

    * * *

    Training repeated upon training over and again. So I spent relatively peaceful days until one day...

    《System Message》

    《Kang Hyunwoo, Senoa wishes to meet with you.》

    An unexpected visitor arrived on Earth.

    'I never imagined they'd come on their own.'

    It was truly unforeseen, even for me, and the Damned System showed signs of bewilderment.

    'She must know that the gods she called siblings are being hunted by me.'

    In such circumstances, she decided to visit me directly?

    'What could her intentions be?'

    Unexpected as it was, turning away a guest was out of the question. I paused my relentless sessions and crossed causality.

    An empty space still strange to me. As I followed the arrow's guidance, a white sphere came into view. Boldly exiting the dome without any guard?

    My brow furrowed as if to reprimand the Damned System, but...

    - Remarkable, even seeing you across causality is astonishing.

    Someone spoke first before I could.

    "... There's been much happening, Senoa."

    Senoa sought me out on Earth herself.

    - True, much has indeed unfolded. I never imagined it when we first met... I'm even regretting halting those siblings of mine who meant to kill you.

    The content could have suggested enmity towards me, but the tone bordered on self-mockery. Maybe it was regret. I would have comprehended if she blamed me or sought to rip me apart, but her reaction seemed contrary to my expectations.

    I narrowed my eyes, questioning Senoa.

    "Do you wish to kill me? For the sake of avenging your siblings?"

    - If so, I would have secretly attacked instead of visiting like this.

    Suddenly, Senoa's form slid downwards. I sensed her presence from below.

    - I can exist wherever shadows lie.

    Instead of recoiling in surprise, I slammed my spear onto the shadow below. Senoa twisted her body, avoiding the spear as she emerged.

    She glided swiftly out of the shadow, and I sheathed my spear.

    Damned System

  
    Chapter 371

    Chapter 371. Transaction of Gods (2)

    "It's a pointless endeavor."

    - I know. I just wanted to convey my genuine feelings.

    If she intended to kill, she would have attacked like this long ago.

    Senoa raised both hands to emphasize that she intended no harm.

    It seemed she wanted to express her peaceful intentions through words and actions, but I already knew. There wasn't the slightest hint of murderous intent from the beginning.

    That's why I merely thrust the spear as a warning without using my full power.

    I glanced between the shadow and Senoa as I mumbled to myself.

    "What kind of authority do you possess...?"

    Senoa glanced at me with a bright smile.

    - It's not much compared to the abilities other gods possess, isn't it?

    Indeed, it's a rather underwhelming power compared to the authority other gods wield.

    Hiding within shadows or moving through them is something magic can achieve.

    It's a little lackluster to be considered the authority of a god, beyond human capability.

    'That's why you kept your authority a secret.'

    It would have been easier to secure divinity by gathering followers through mystique.

    Revealing the authority would have led to comparison with other gods, placing her at a disadvantage.

    'Perhaps that's why you chose to strengthen your martial skills.'

    When I last saw Senoa, she was strong enough to clash with Omby.

    I can't say she's superior since she couldn't completely overpower or eliminate it, but she's stronger than me, who couldn't even perceive Omby's sword.

    I understood why Senoa had the audacity to come to me on her own.

    'She must be confident in escaping if things go south.'

    Of course, I didn't intend to let her go easily.

    As I glanced at the System, a message appeared that only I could see.

    《System Message》

    《I'll block any escape routes just in case.》

    I must admit, it was nice to see the System acting swiftly without fussing around.

    After confirming the System's behind-the-scenes maneuvering, I turned my attention back to Senoa.

    'Authority that allows travel through shadows, huh.'

    Then what about Omby using the same ability last time? Can authorities overlap?

    'It's not entirely impossible if I consider the examples of Gilenios and Cacline, but...'

    This is something I need to thoroughly verify.

    After swiftly organizing my thoughts, I spoke again.

    "You didn't come all this way just to boast about your authority, did you? What is your purpose?"

    Senoa glanced between the System and me, letting out a slight smirk.

    Her, I, and the System all knew her smile was a facade, but no one paid much mind.

    What mattered in negotiations wasn't the opponent's sincerity, but rather what each could attain from the other.

    "If there's anything you want from me, please be open."

    When I pressed her once more, Senoa responded with a smiling face.

    - Do you plan to concede everything to me? I thought I showed enough goodwill by coming here first.

    "I just gave up my turn since it seemed urgent for you... but if you prefer hearing my thoughts first, I can oblige."

    Thanks to Senoa coming first, our side had fewer inconveniences. Perhaps I could concede this time as well.

    "Everything you know about Omby."

    Upon stating what I desired, Senoa let out a sigh of relief.

    - Fortunately, it's a field I'm most knowledgeable about.

    Then she made a simple proposal.

    - Now it's my turn. I'll provide the information, so please halt all pursuits and assaults against me.

    She wanted to be spared in exchange for giving information on Omby? Instead of answering immediately, I turned towards the System.

    - I will respect Kang Hyunwoo's decision.

    Strictly speaking, I'm the only one who needs Senoa's status. The System wouldn't be affected much whether I choose to kill or spare Senoa, so it seems willing to honor my decision.

    After confirming the System's reply, I sank into contemplation.

    Is this deal really necessary? Does the information on Omby hold enough value to forfeit Senoa's status?

    'There's only a limited means to increase status in a short time.'

    Aside from devouring other gods who have reached their levels, there's practically no other method. But if I let Senoa go?

    'The total amount of status I can absorb will decrease.'

    If I agreed to the transaction, what I could lose by accepting was apparent.

    'However, if I refuse...'

    Negotiations would fall apart, and combat to capture Senoa would ensue.

    By myself, the odds of succeeding in this hunt were slim, but...

    'The System is by my side.'

    I hadn't wasted divinity searching for Senoa, so I could potentially receive support. With a non-zero likelihood of hunting Senoa, I might be able to absorb his status.

    However, doing so would mean forgoing the information on Omby stored in his mind.

    Killing Senoa and absorbing his status didn't guarantee obtaining information on Omby.

    'Status is an event deemed record-worthy, so there's no assurance Omby's information is included.'

    Of course, this is all speculative.

    Despite pondering time and again, nothing is clear-cut.

    The loss I'd have to endure should I reject this negotiation isn't explicit.

    What value the information on Omby holds, and how significant its impact would be on future hunts, aren't determined.

    Without verification, estimating the loss I'd suffer remains daunting.

    I tapped my fingers against the spear's shaft, intently observing Senoa.

    'Letting her go just for some information seems too...'

    The tempting status made it difficult to decide. Absorbing Senoa would undoubtedly enhance my authority.

    Exchanging this for details about Omby was an unwelcome deal.

    "Tsk."

    The more I thought it over, the clearer it became—it was a decision difficult not to avoid. And when it came to what I should choose, it'd be a lesser, if not worst, option.

    With my mind made up, I finally spoke.

    "Not merely refraining from harming us, but also, you mustn't interfere or meddle in any manner on Earth."

    I have no intention of getting backstabbed by the one I let go myself.

    After my lengthy silence and eventual agreement, Senoa's expression slightly relaxed.

    - Don't worry about that. I'll be leaving. I'll ensure I'm far enough from Earth to pose no threat.

    She coldly added that he had no intention of staying with those who shout cooperation yet secretly look for their own survival.

    No wonder, despite his reference to brethren, he harbored no particular animosity.

    'Must be fed up with their antics over territories.'

    Among the 7 Great Gods, Senoa had shown the most reasonable mentality and attitudes.

    But alas, he, too, was now abandoning the other gods to find his own survival.

    'Truly a mess.'

    It's astonishing that such untrustworthy bonds have endured for thousands of years.

    Laughing to myself, the System initiated interaction between mine and Senoa's divinity.

    The System meticulously dissected our conversation, stringing it into a concise agreement, which it then reviewed with both Senoa and me.

    "If Senoa's side breaks the existing conditions and threatens Earth, include a provision that annuls all contracts."

    Senoa's source of divinity is obstructed, making her liable to become an immensely unpredictable entity eventually.

    Attaching absolute terms to guarantee against such a dangerous being was essential.

    Upon imposing my additional condition, Senoa spoke again.

    - fine. Only if breach occurs beyond those cases shall annulment be reserved only for mutual consent.

    A pointed reference to how past Earth and Biharin agreements were broken, likely due to me.

    - I'll never return to Earth to cause harm, so such a term should be acceptable, right?

    I nodded lightly in agreement.

    Once attached, both strands of divinity entwined into a chain-like structure.

    - The contract has been concluded. Senoa, fulfill your contractual obligations.

    Upon witnessing the familiar chains, the System prompted for the provision of information.

    - I, too, intend no delay.

    Senoa methodically began to divulge what he knew.

    - The bastard's authority is mimicry.

    Not an ideal start.

    "Mimicry, you say?"

    - Yes. Not entirely stealing or replicating, but enough to mimic fairly well.

    "... You're saying it imitates other gods' authorities?"

    Upon my reconfirmation, Senoa readily nodded.

    "Hah."

    Now, I understood why we needed to avoid getting caught by it.

    No wonder Senoa and it displayed identical prowess—it was due to this imitation.

    I exhaled a deep sigh, pressing my fingers against my forehead.

    "Then could it mimic Angramoti's authority or Kacline's, too?"

    - As far as I know, yes. It could imitate them.

    All the hunting efforts risked being rendered ineffective.

    With Holes reappearing and potential spread of newly infected transforming into monstrous entities on Earth, Omby could do so whenever it wished.

    I wasn't certain why it remained dormant, but...

    'Knowing ahead of time saves us.'

    Avoiding a surprise attack was much better. Now informed, we had time to prepare for the worst.

    It was wise not to let desire for Senoa's status sway me. It protected us from dire events.

    As I internally sighed in relief, Senoa spoke again.

    - And... there may be a separate entity.

    "What do you mean by that?"

    - Could be it's unaffected by wounds.

    Despite inflicting divine wounds, they merely absorbed within its body.

    - It didn't result in meaningful damage.

    That's what made the most competent combatant among the 7 Great Gods, Senoa, unable to eliminate Omby over the long years.

    - Perhaps that might be another form of authority, too.

    If Senoa's speculation was right, Omby had five authorities.

    One, being its inherent authority of mimicry.

    'The other three would be Kacline, Angramoti, and Senoa's.'

    The last one remained unknown, a pseudocopy-producing authority.

    "Could it be..."

    Did Omby participate in the creation of those dolls meant to absorb status?

    Damned System

    TL's Corner:

    Omby appears to be more troublesome than the others.
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    "The fake 'Omby' you were dealing with. Does it lack internal organs by any chance?"

    Could it be the case that it devoured the creative authority of some unknown primordial god?

    - Yes, you are correct.

    "There are several inside."

    Due to these peculiarities, Senoa also seemed to believe that what she was fighting wasn't the main body.

    The suspicion that had emerged unconsciously solidified into certainty through the subsequent exchange.

    Holding down my pounding head, I spoke.

    "Are there only five? It seemed like there was enough time to mimic the powers of other gods."

    Could there be more than just the five?

    - We can't entirely rule out that possibility. But I am the only one among the gods of Bihar.

    Karlos had some interaction, but after attempting various things alone a few times, he seemed to give up.

    - I guess it isn't enough to mimic the power of a primordial god.

    Realizing that her own power had been mimicked, Senoa had thoroughly isolated the other gods since then.

    She handled 'Omby' herself, preventing others from stepping forward.

    - Everyone seems to be quite good at caring for their own lives and safety, so I doubt their powers were mimicked...

    Thanks to that, the worst-case Scenario of other gods' powers being leaked seemed to have been avoided.

    'It would have been troublesome if Temoria's power had been passed on, but luckily it hasn't.'

    Barely had I taken a sigh of relief when Senoa continued.

    - By the way, I don't know about Agnotia. Since she already abandoned us and betrayed, it's likely her power got mimicked.

    "That's not a big deal. It's not the kind of power that creates significant variables in a combat situation."

    - You can just call it trivial. After me, it's the most overlooked power, so...

    I merely shrugged in response.

    There were more pressing matters at hand than evaluating Agnotia's power.

    It was time to reflect on what I had learned about 'Omby'.

    'The main body is separate, and it's created a puppet strong enough that even Senoa couldn't easily capture it and sent it outside.'

    So, how should we find the main body?

    With new information, there came more challenges.

    By the time I left the task of finding 'ombys main body hidden in my mind, I looked up—only to meet Senoa's gaze.

    A wordless exchange ensued, and I was the first to break the silence.

    "Is there something you'd like to say? Why are you looking at me like that?"

    I didn't appreciate the way she was scrutinizing me, so I explicitly asked.

    It was only then that Senoa explained why she had been looking at me.

    - I met Karlos before coming here.

    Why is that name suddenly coming up?

    With a furrowed brow, I listened to what Senoa had to say.

    - After avoiding me for so long, he suddenly appeared and asked me to relay a message to you. That you could meet when the time comes, so in the meantime, be faithful to your role.

    What does 'role' mean? There was no way for me to decipher the intent behind those sudden words.

    - He seemed quite excited since he discovered a power aligned with destruction.

    "What do you mean by 'excited'?"

    - Just as it sounds. The fool, eager to die, must have been happy. Anyway, I've told you everything I know about the 'Omby'.

    Beyond that, there's information about its swordplay and martial arts.

    - There's a limit to verbally conveying it. I've been stuck with that creature for over a decade, and this is all I can share.

    A trace of regret and cynical muttering escaped as she sighed deeply.

    - Then I shall take my leave now.

    Just before Senoa left after everything was done, it was I who stopped her.

    "As time passes, you too might change like one of those creatures. Are you prepared?"

    I detained her with my question.

    "Rather than become a mindless beast living for survival, maybe it'd be better to embrace the end like Karlos."

    It might have seemed a rude comment from Senoa's perspective.

    However, instead of showing displeasure, she responded calmly.

    - If you were in my shoes, would you quietly await the end?

    Of course not. I would've sought every method to survive.

    Senoa grasped my intent through my wry smile and spoke.

    - I feel the same. I will never give up as long as there's a possibility.

    That's how I was able to achieve divinity.

    - Who knows? If I hold out long enough, Karlos might change his mind and rebuild the dimension.

    Indeed, Senoa seemed well aware of how unlikely that was.

    Yet even if it was a faint possibility, it was merely a demonstration of determination to not let it slip.

    - The other siblings aren't too different either, probably.

    Senoa left me with words that were ambiguous enough to be either advice or a warning.

    If someday she becomes one of those creatures and threatens Earth...

    Would I not regret today?

    We have taken steps to ensure we are not at a disadvantage, but...

    There remained uncertainty about whether letting her go due to immediate necessity was the right call.

    'Well. With the contract bound by divinity already in place, there's nothing that can be done.'

    Having found out about 'Omby', I intended to keep my promise.

    Watching Senoa's departing figure in the distance, Karlos's words from before resounded in my mind.

    "My role, huh..."

    It was impossible to discern the intentions of a god shrouded in mystery.

    'But if Karlos specifically sought out Senoa to say it, it might not be something to take lightly.'

    As I subconsciously clenched my empty hand, a System Message appeared in my vision.

    《System Message》

    《I will take my leave now.》

    I turned my head to see a white sphere floating further and further away through the air.

    I pushed my thoughts aside and followed behind the system, speaking shortly.

    "Don't come out randomly when I'm not around. Why take such dangerous actions?"

    《System Message》

    《I will handle my matters my own way. Don't concern yourself, Kang Hyunwoo.》

    Once again, instead of hearing a voice, system messages filled my view.

    I squinted, glaring at the system.

    'What's up with it today?'

    Though we were close enough to speak freely, it insisted on communication through text.

    Perhaps it was due to some lingering dissatisfaction.

    《System Message》

    《Your concern is utterly unnecessary, Kang Hyunwoo, so discard it immediately.》

    "Hah."

    It seems my words from last time had remarkably rubbed it the wrong way.

    The system quickened its pace, though its speed was comparable to a floating balloon.

    I clicked my tongue but continued to follow the system.

    I needed to ensure the system returned safely to the dome.

    With me trailing behind, apparently much to its displeasure, the system glanced my way repeatedly.

    - Eek!

    The system trembled its round body as if agitated and spoke.

    《System Message》

    《Don't follow me!》

    The bold and intense font spoke volumes about its emphasis.

    "Good grief."

    I let out a dry laugh at this absurdity and pushed the system while speaking.

    "Instead of wasting time with pointless words, just move."

    Of course, the system didn't comply with my words willingly.

    It repeatedly attempted to wriggle free and push me away.

    《System Message》

    《I said go away! I can handle my matters just fine!》

    "Ha."

    I abhor such unnecessary time wastage.

    I picked up the stubborn system, carrying it.

    - Kyah!

    "Screaming like a bird. You're not one, are you?"

    - How rude! How dare you! Put me down immediately!

    "Stop yapping. Since you're so slow, why not just go in quickly?"

    I gripped the system tightly as it kept twisting and squirming, then spoke.

    "Show the direction."

    Once again, the system didn't comply readily, but...

    "Would you rather stay like this?"

    I had no intention of backing down until the system returned inside the dome.

    With a bit of coercion, an arrow appeared in my field of vision, pointing in a direction.

    Following the arrow's guidance, the white orb gradually gave in.

    The system ceased its defiance.

    'It's like a rice cake.'

    Soft and bouncy, it seemed like it would spring up if tossed like a ball.

    I glanced at the limp white sphere on my shoulder and asked.

    "Being a primordial god, it's not like you can't mimic the form of living beings... So why choose to present as a sphere? Any particular reason?"

    The system wasn't born as a human or beast.

    Naturally, it wasn't born with a physical body.

    So, it didn't cross my mind that the system would take on a human form.

    'But I didn't expect it to be a sphere.'

    It wasn't just a flat circle; it was a 3D sphere.

    '... Not really something you'd call a living being.'

    Having seen Karlos with a human form, it struck me as peculiar.

    I hadn't had the chance to ask before, but now I was genuinely curious.

    Yet, the system seemed uninterested in satisfying my curiosity.

    - It's not something Kang Hyunwoo should concern himself with.

    "Hmph."

    Grumbling at every statement.

    Might as well just shout out if you're sulking.

    Its floundering attempt to gain my attention seemed far from appealing.

    Shaking my head side to side, I muttered.

    "Well, whether you live as a circle or a square, what's it to me?"

    -....

    Though its intention was to have me overlook it, another complaint lingered.

    While seated quietly on my shoulder, a grumpy aura emanated from the system.

    As though ready to burst from overflowing discontent.

    'Is this thing really a god or a child, it's hard to tell, hard to tell.'

    How did I end up having to protect such a creature?

    Senoa pretended to keep it together while present. Why does it regress into a child-like behavior when alone with me?

    For a moment, I felt a bit pathetic and pitied myself.

    Fortunately, my destination came into view right as I let out a sigh.

    Unlike last time, there was a clear pathway, as if it had left through the entrance itself.

    "Get in."

    I tossed the system toward the entrance as I spoke.

    "From now on, whenever you plan to go out, call for me. Even during calm times with no attack attempts. Whenever you need to step outside, always have me accompany me. Got it?"

    I stressed not to wander alone.

    However, the system, with its displeased tone, retorted.

    - Why should I listen to Kang Hyunwoo?

    It seemed quite adamant.

    - We're not in the sort of relationship to worry about each other. Just as I won't care about whatever dangerous acts Kang Hyunwoo engages in, don't meddle with my actions.

    That was utterly ridiculous.

    With my expression twisting into a scowl, I spoke in a stern tone.

    "Is your safety the same as mine? I'm not in a position to be safe, but you need to be the safest."

    Even before my words ended, the system attempted to interject with counterarguments.

    But I cut it off, giving it no chance to squeeze a word in.

    "Your safety is the result of me risking my life. Yet, you're behaving so carelessly?"

    The system shouldn't be preaching to me about safety or avoiding danger.

    I was the spear, leading the charge to end this war.

    If I sought a safe way to win, would the enemies oblige with a gentlemanly invasion?

    'Rather, as I ensure my safety, they would boldly strike Earth again.'

    Knowing that, how can I leisurely and safely proceed, without urgency?

    I can't consider safety and hold back.

    Hence, advice disguised as concern is nothing but an obstacle.

    But the system isn't like me.

    "Damned System"
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    'This guy needs to be more concerned about his safety than anyone else.'

    This war was no different than a chess game that ended if the king was captured.

    Earth was already under attack.

    In such a Scenario, if the Damned System was kidnapped, or detained, and the dimension collapsed, everything would be over.

    Therefore, I could not allow the System to wander outside the dome alone.

    "Don't go roaming around recklessly if you understand."

    I gritted my teeth and mumbled grimly, as if I was warning it.

    Did my firm and coercive attitude finally get through to it?

    -... Will you come if I call?

    The System, for the first time, dropped its sullen attitude and asked.

    Relieved to find a compromise at last, I nodded my head and replied.

    "Yes."

    - No matter when or where, you mean you'll come if I call?

    It was annoying to repeat what I'd already said, but if that meant this fellow wouldn't restrict my actions indiscriminately and wander alone unaware of my safety, then there was no reason not to respond.

    "Yes, whether you need to move somewhere else, or just feel like taking a walk on a whim, it doesn't matter. Just call me for any reason."

    I didn't mind being summoned for trivial reasons.

    'Because I can just shove it back inside after giving it a good beating.'

    But I couldn't allow it to wander alone in places where I couldn't guarantee its safety without me.

    'If I had a little more knowledge or understanding of divinity, I would have trapped it in there for good.'

    I deeply regretted my inability to do so due to lack of ability.

    While I clicked my tongue in frustration internally, the System seemed to be in a relatively good mood in contrast to me.

    The sullen demeanor from earlier was nowhere to be found.

    - Understood.

    The voice that reached me was noticeably softened.

    I expected no further unnecessary energy wasted on trifles with the System.

    "Then go back inside now. Don't forget to search for those remaining intruders."

    - Yes, I will.

    I instructed the System to close the dome entrance.

    It headed inside the dome wordlessly, scuttling along.

    Moments later, the entrance between us disappeared with a whoosh.

    I turned around and returned to Earth.

    As soon as my feet touched the apartment rooftop, shortly after,

    《System Message》

    《Kang Hyunwoo!》

    The system message obstructed my view.

    Though a long sigh escaped me, I had to overcome causality in a flash due to the promise I'd already made.

    Returning to the place I'd left just seconds ago, I spotted the white orb poking outside the dome.

    Though it lacked eyes, a nose, or a mouth, it undoubtedly locked onto my gaze.

    Experiencing a boiling fury, I strode towards the System.

    Then, gritting my teeth, I raised my fist and brought it down on the System.

    I gave the one who did unnecessary things a thump.

    Of course, it didn't inflict significant damage on the System.

    My hand, which met the soft orb, bounced away with a "toong", sound.

    However, satisfying the decade-old wish of delivering just one hit, I felt content to leave it at that.

    Letting out a sigh that could sink the ground, I said,

    "I came, happy now?"

    No specific response returned from the System.

    Still, I could sense its overwhelming joy.

    It exceeded mere satisfaction that I listened to its request.

    Wondering why it couldn't control its emotions like this, a thought flickered through my mind.

    '... Was it lonely?'

    I had not engaged in detailed conversations nor heard explicit truths, but I seemed to understand why it called me out with such unnecessary antics.

    'It's been about half a year since I reached status.'

    I spent notably little time beyond causality compared to other gods.

    Even in numbers, it didn't exceed 100 hours.

    Since there was no reason for me to stay here, that was a matter of course.

    Staying in the material realm was a given right, as it contained everything I needed to protect.

    For me, emerging beyond causality was an unusual event.

    But that was only from my perspective.

    The story could differ from the System's view.

    'I couldn't be sure if gods like the System possessed social traits similar to humans.'

    From the System's behavior and background, it seemed like it could feel lonely.

    The constant meddling in my actions out of worry, the stubborn sulking—all of that.

    Revisiting the behaviors the System had only displayed towards me, the speculation became certainty.

    'Perhaps it disliked being left alone.'

    It had protected Earth alone for over a hundred years.

    If it anxiously fretted over the newly formed divinity disappearing too, its persistent objections to my actions made sense.

    'Of course, all this is based on the assumption that the System can genuinely feel loneliness.'

    Given its actions now, denying it seemed strange.

    Arriving at that realization, leaving abruptly as I did hours ago was no longer an option.

    "Sigh..."

    Already softened by seeing the hard work of the System, it was now repeatedly reinforced.

    I didn't like projecting personal emotions onto the System, but despite that, I couldn't coldly vent my frustrations.

    'There was a time I enjoyed peace under its hard work.'

    Not knowing would have been one thing, but now I understand very well who I owe my peace for the past few years.

    Thus, it's likely why I'm unable to harbor pure resentment.

    "Damned system."

    An obvious result of emotional turmoil.

    Perhaps this was a predetermined future from the moment my heart softened once.

    I remained incapable of harshness, hence why I couldn't turn my back on the timid System that summoned me without a word, eagerly observing.

    Sighing heavily, I washed my face with my hands, and then lowering them, I gazed at the scene before me.

    White dome, white orb.

    'A world drenched in white.'

    I didn't know why it had a pathological obsession with white, but if that was its preference, I supposed I needed to adapt.

    While visually undistinguishable from the dome, I could undeniably see the System.

    Thanks to that, I could sense it anxiously watching for my reaction.

    I plopped down beside the dome.

    And, with anger half-dissolved, I asked weakly,

    "So."

    - Yes?

    "Why did you call?"

    A small, nearly inaudible voice replied moments later.

    - Happy birthday.

    I blinked, staring at the System, bewildered by the sudden remark.

    After a brief silence, I thought I misheard, so I asked again.

    "What?"

    - Today is the date when the human named Kang Hyunwoo was born. Do you not know?

    I had forgotten. It had been so long since I'd remembered any information unrelated to the war.

    'Today was my birthday?'

    Many hectic events had occurred, causing me to lose track.

    I hadn't had the luxury to celebrate a birthday since being entangled in this game.

    Momentarily flustered by the memory resurrection, it was short-lived.

    - I also have a birthday.

    Suddenly, the System began recounting its own past.

    - According to the scholars of Earth, it's during the Paleozoic era. So it's difficult to estimate the exact date, but I do have a birthday.

    Given the unexpected information, my lips twitched subtly.

    'Paleozoic era?'

    Was it the Paleozoic I knew?

    - Generally, a primordial god gains consciousness when life emerges in its dimension. That was the same for me.

    My query naturally resolved with the System's continued explanation.

    The era of life emergence on Earth clearly divides into the Paleozoic, Mesozoic, and Cenozoic eras.

    'Right, I learned that in Earth science classes.'

    Thus, the Paleozoic the System mentioned matched the one I knew.

    The era presumed to be around 570 million years ago.

    'Was the Cretaceous period when dinosaurs lived, at the end of the Mesozoic?'

    Suddenly, I grasped the vastness of time a primordial god had existed through.

    It made the situation even more astonishing.

    A creature that must have lived for hundreds of millions of years now sulked and threw fits in response to a few words I said.

    'It doesn't make sense to compare this to humans in the first place.'

    I wondered how it had lived such a long time to act out in such juvenile ways.

    Doesn't reaching such an age naturally lead to feeling weary and apathetic due to routine, like Karlos did, desperately desiring to vanish from the world?

    'No, that's not right.'

    The System turning out like Karlos would be disastrous.

    It would be far better for it to act like a child, bouncing around, than to scatteredly declare a wish to vanish, leaving behind destructive chaos.

    Perhaps the other gods that once existed on Earth shared this sentiment, resulting in the System's current state.

    Due to the complexity running through my mind, verbal expression significantly diminished.

    Regardless, the System continued its monologue, spilling stories of the material realm adjacent to me.

    - Hera was the first to celebrate my birthday.

    - Sometimes, I was allowed to visit the material realm as a gift.

    - There was once nearly an accident when Thor lost his Mjolnir during a joint visit.

    - When I shared this story, even Buddha was surprised, though Kang Hyunwoo seems rather indifferent.

    Every word pushed my bounds of common sense, enough to induce a tick in my face.

    More specifically, the names emerging in the tales posed problems.

    Why did entities from Greek mythology and Norse mythology, along with Buddha, appear in these stories?

    'Is Buddha... from India?'

    I found myself puzzling over Buddha's origins without reason.

    I stopped thinking, half-wittedly, as revelations rendered my mind blank.

    Maybe because the System assumed I attentively listened, its tone grew noticeably upbeat.

    - Ah, it's not that I've visited the material realm many times. Others were never pleased with my visits there. On rare occasions, I was allowed just short excursions.

    That was an obvious fact.

    'A primordial god's movement entailed a massive price in terms of causality.'

    Of course, addressing that problem wasn't entirely impossible.

    'Like what Meferoseta did, sealing most powers before crossing over minimized the expenses.'

    Though it introduced a new issue of greatly weakened status for the System, it wasn't impossible to reduce the causal price.

    The System seemed aware of this fact.

    - Yet, I haven't been back in centuries since then.

    It stuck by my side, chattering on about the material realm. That prompted a nagging intuition.

    Feeling this ominous sense, I subtly gauged the System's intent.

    Damned system

    TL's Corner:
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    "Is it a pressure to let it go?"

    Perhaps it was a threat to take him back when I returned.

    "That can't happen."

    It would be a lie if I said I didn't feel sympathy for the Damned System, left all alone beyond causality.

    But separate from that, there were still hundreds of thousands of Holes left on Earth.

    Since I had hunted Karklein, the number had reduced by more than half.

    However, it wasn't over yet, and the task of the System blocking the Holes was essential.

    It meant it was too soon to take this thing to Earth to play.

    So, for now, it was time to dangle an appropriate carrot to appease the System.

    "When was the last time you went?"

    - Around the 12th century AD!

    I recalled the era the System mentioned.

    "The 12th century... the Goryeo Dynasty, right?"

    The Rebellion of Yi Ja-gyeom, the military coup, the long reign of Choi Chungheon, and the Uprising of Manjeok.

    Of all times, the Material Realm during such tumultuous periods.

    "But there's no guarantee it stayed only in Korea."

    If the setting were changed to world history, not many events stood out.

    In China, it was when the Jurchens founded the Jin Dynasty and destroyed the Liao.

    In the Roman Empire, frederick I became emperor, while in France, the Notre Dame Cathedral was built, and in England, oxford University was established.

    If it had toured other countries, it might have witnessed many things.

    For some reason, I was convinced the System's last outing wasn't particularly enjoyable.

    The gods of the time likely didn't let the System roam freely.

    "They must have shared the same fear as I."

    A very primal and intense fear that their roots might disappear.

    With that fear present, no gods would be insensitive to the System's safety.

    Therefore, it was likely overprotected or restricted in its actions, preventing it from wandering freely.

    Ultimately, the compromise I had to make with the System was clear.

    "You can come down with me next time."

    - Down? Where are you referring to?

    Playing dumb after giving subtle hints earlier.

    "You want to tour the Material Realm, right? After the war ends and things settle down, then with me..."

    - Really?!

    The System's orb elongated vertically in an instant.

    It grew longer and shorter, bouncing up and down as if uncontrollably excited.

    The System's sudden behavior left me bewildered.

    - The Material Realm! I want to try VR! I want to taste macarons! I want to ride the Ferris wheel too!

    And so I had to listen to the System excitedly pour out its wishlist.

    "Was that earlier conversation about the Material Realm just a simple boast rather than pressure to take it along?"

    I couldn't shake the feeling that I had made a hasty slip of the tongue.

    But what could I do? The words were already out.

    "Let's just focus on ending the war first."

    The matters after that could be considered then.

    "For now, if you want to do everything you desire, we must first end the war. So, return now."

    I said this to wrap up the situation and appease the System.

    The System responded with glistening eyes.

    - You promised!

    I watched the System enter the dome, all excited, while swallowing dryly.

    I strongly felt I had just dug my own grave for after the war.

    But there was no taking back the words already spoken.

    "For now, let's be content with the fact that the System won't act rashly and will focus on the war."

    I moved my feet, now heavier compared to a few dozen minutes ago.

    * * *

    Lily inadvertently questioned after hearing what Hyunwoo suddenly said over the phone.

    "Pardon?"

    "I'm sorry to change my words, but I asked for a few of the dolls not to be killed and to be captured alive."

    The sudden instructions were enough to leave Lily flustered.

    After all, it was Hyunwoo who initially ordered the termination of the dolls that entered Earth aiming for the apostles' status.

    "Repeating a directive once given..."

    This had never happened before.

    "He's not one to act on simple whims."

    Throughout the recent years, the Hyunwoo Lily had known was someone who didn't suit the word 'whim'.

    His actions and words were bold and rough, yet his thoughts were deep and cautious.

    It made her think he was a balanced leader.

    The more Lily got to know Hyunwoo, the stronger this belief became.

    For someone like him to retract an order...

    After a short phase of confusion, Lily cautiously asked.

    "Could I ask the reason?"

    "I'm planning to reclaim the apostles' status."

    Lily had been gradually informed about rank, divinity, and non-standard matters.

    Thanks to that, she immediately grasped what Hyunwoo aimed to convey.

    "For K to obtain rank status, he must kill the one who possesses it."

    There was no method for the forcible acquisition otherwise.

    "But it's possible to affect only the rank without endangering lives using those bizarre dolls."

    This meant that by utilizing them, they could absorb ranks without threatening the lives of other gods' apostles.

    "It seems there has been a change in a situation I'm unaware of."

    There was no way Hyunwoo only now realized the dolls' traits.

    "He initially didn't plan to use that method to maintain amicable relations with the apostles."

    After all, the gods of Bihar wielded quite useful powers.

    Especially Finelpenia and Temoria.

    The powers of the two gods, which had yet to be hunted, had proved several times to be helpful in the war.

    That's likely why Hyunwoo had postponed their hunting order.

    "All speculation, though."

    In any case, it was a fact that they had benefited from the help of other gods' apostles.

    Even so, if he stated that retrieving the rank was necessary...

    It must have meant that reclaiming the status was deemed more critical than the benefits derived through the powers.

    Lily had no intent of questioning or verifying Hyunwoo's judgment.

    She trusted and supported him.

    "How many do you need?"

    "Not too many. Just in case, one per person should suffice... So, eleven."

    There are currently exactly 11 apostles on Earth who could use other gods' powers.

    "I will relay the message to the field."

    "Thank you."

    "And the rest..."

    "I'll handle negotiating with the apostles. I'll ensure no noise arises, so don't worry."

    "Understood."

    "And for now, please leave the hunting of Legion Commanders to me."

    "If you personally engage in the battles, the Association would be more than grateful."

    Whether Hyunwoo participated significantly affected the number of deaths and injuries.

    Since someone of his caliber, called the world's best player, was willing to go out of his way for them, there was no reason to object.

    Lily always held a sense of gratitude in her heart for someone who wasn't slacking but rather actively participating.

    "Then, I'll be expecting to hear from you."

    "Yes."

    With just the necessary conversation, minimizing any personal chat, Hyunwoo ended the call after covering what needed to be addressed.

    * * *

    There were a total of 19 apostles who arrived on Earth.

    Out of these, 2 became my apostles, and including Ranjo, 6 lost their status as apostles after their gods perished.

    "That leaves 11."

    Most of them were apostles of Temoria.

    Because Biharin needed a safe area to prevent Holes from forming, it was natural that the apostles of the responsible god were many.

    I planned to reclaim the rank status of all of them.

    Just as I absorbed divinity through sacred items in the past, the same concept applied here.

    "With no chance to acquire Senoa's status, I have to compensate for the lacking rank in another way."

    Of course, unlike when I was handed over the sacred items, there would be significant resistance.

    They had crossed over to Earth for survival, but mentally, they hadn't entirely abandoned their gods.

    "They still take pride in being apostles to their respective gods."

    While I had left them alone since their powers were helpful in the war, the lack of any choice meant they couldn't refuse them.

    "If they refuse the offer despite providing a way to hand over the rank without risking their lives..."

    There would be no compromise but to seize the rank even if it meant taking lives.

    I began recalling the faces of the remaining 11 apostles and continued walking.

    On my way down the stairs to reach my home from the rooftop, I paused.

    "Hmm?"

    Chatter.

    I felt quite a number of presences inside.

    It seemed like almost everyone who had access to my interior was present.

    "What am I supposed to expect?"

    I knew that those living close by would occasionally dine together.

    However, I wasn't aware of anything that would bring everyone together like this.

    Realizing I hadn't received any separate notice, my head instinctively tilted.

    "I'll find out once inside."

    I entered after punching in the door lock's code.

    And instantly, pop!

    "Happy birthday!"

    "Happy birthday, oppa!"

    "Happy birthday, yay!"

    "Surprise!"

    "Happy birthday!"

    Colorful confetti and sparkling poppers erupted as multiple voices overlapped.

    "..."

    Covered in gunpowder scent and paper bits, I stared at the faces of those gathered at the entrance.

    From the twins to Jaehyuk, even Kim Yul, Yang Taeho, Yang Hyewon, Rashar, and Jordan.

    Practically everyone I could call a friend in Korea seemed to have gathered.

    Above their heads, fairies buzzed around and chattered.

    The dog, Rice Cake, pushed through their feet and hung onto my leg, barking eagerly.

    Holding the mini-sized Rice Cake, I looked directly at the twins.

    They had been eerily quiet when I left for training, yet they had planned a surprise event.

    "What if I hadn't returned today?"

    Perhaps because the surprise event wasn't entirely unpleasant, I couldn't help but find my voice mixed with amusement.

    Yeonwoo responded with a big smile.

    "Then we'd all just wait all night! That's why we were doing this at home!"

    Originally, they wanted to have something fancy outside, but not knowing when I'd return, they decided to keep it at home.

    Yeonwoo, who now recounted their plans in my absence, suddenly extended a hand.

    "Quickly, quickly! There's a gift presentation ceremony after!"

    In Yeonwoo's hand was a rather large birthday cake.

    Ever since my parents passed away, I'd been diligent in celebrating the twins' birthdays, often skipping my own out of inconvenience.

    On the occasions I did celebrate, it would mostly be receiving small gifts the twins saved up for with their allowance.

    But here was a cream cake complete with candles.

    "It's embarrassing but also reminiscent."

    Feeling a mix of emotions, I blew out the candles on the cake Min-woo and Yeonwoo held right in front of me.

    The cake tray then suddenly tilted towards my face.

    "Don't mess around with food."

    With my player reflexes, I managed to catch it smoothly.

    "Geez."

    While Yeonwoo pouted and grumbled, the others continued their congratulations.

    "Thank you, everyone."

    I thanked them, one by one.

    Chatter and laughter filled the room.

    The time spent laughing and chatting with familiar faces wasn't bad.

    Even though it didn't last long, it was enough for me.

    "These are busy people, too."

    The gathering was little more than ordering delivery food and sharing a meal, but it was plenty for me.

    The familiar era of peace I once knew seemed to return briefly.

    It also gave me motivation to end the war as soon as possible.

    More importantly, it reminded me that I had a place to return to.

    Even if death approached, I would scramble and claw my way back.

    I reaffirmed that resolve and gazed quietly at the now-silent house.
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    Chapter 375. Reward from the Past (1)

    Two days after the modest birthday party, the hunt resumed.

    "You unscrupulous bastard!"

    Damned System had found something additional—Temoria.

    "I showed magnanimity and allowed you to seize an opportunity on this land, yet you repay kindness with betrayal?!"

    He had hidden himself beyond the bounds of causality, creating a very sturdy and solid barrier of Patience.

    Perhaps Temoria believed that if he lingered, Karlos might eventually change his mind.

    That's why he had no intention of leaving this place, establishing a safe area and hiding.

    I had no intention of letting a visible target go.

    "Did you really think you could talk about gratitude when all you needed was a meat shield to buy time?"

    I went on the hunt without a second thought, now striving to penetrate the barrier Temoria had created.

    It wasn't easy piercing through the layered authority.

    It was several times sturdier than the patience barriers crafted by apostles.

    "Is this truly the god-made barrier?"

    Yet, I wasn't one to give up due to its strength.

    Zhi-iiik, zhiik.

    The crystallized puppet was significantly aiding in tearing Temoria's authority apart.

    Just like meticulously slicing through very thick and tough hide.

    Every time I ripped one layer of the patience barrier, Temoria's complexion turned paler.

    Still, he didn't launch a preemptive attack on me.

    "Indeed, he's in a disconnected state."

    The most significant strength and weakness of Temoria's authority.

    It was that the internal and external were disconnected, based on the barrier.

    Due to the patience barrier he created, he couldn't attack me, who was beyond it.

    "He's a fool ensnared by his wit."

    Unless he had another savior up his sleeve, he would only have to suck his thumb until I tore through all the barriers and got inside.

    Or he could lift his power and come out to attack me first.

    If it were in my nature, I would have chosen the latter.

    I would have thought there was no need to stall since we had to face each other eventually.

    But Temoria would choose differently.

    "As the god of Patience, it's only natural."

    His mythology half consisted of enduring, persisting, and holding on.

    Thus, he would try to endure this time, too.

    My prediction was almost accurate.

    Whenever I tore one of the several layers of barrier, Temoria created a new one inside.

    Once, twice, ten times, and up to hundreds of times.

    "A tenacious fellow who doesn't know surrender."

    Even someone like me, who doesn't lose to others in persistence, found it exasperating.

    Yet, I continued to silently tear the barrier and march on.

    Finally, I stood over Temoria's face, which had turned ashen at my feet.

    The remaining distance between him and me was roughly about one meter.

    I filled the crystallized puppet piercing the barrier with divinity.

    Zhi-iiik, clip!

    The puppet, starting to elongate while emitting sparking lightning, precisely targeted Temoria's forehead.

    Even if he stacked the layers of barrier repeatedly, it was just a matter of tearing through them.

    If he were an unbreachable shield, I would be a spear penetrating everything.

    "Let's see who wins."

    Clenching my teeth, I poured more divinity into the puppet.

    It was so dazzling that an average person might have gone blind.

    The struggle between the one trying to block and the one trying to penetrate.

    - Ugh!"

    The one who stepped back at the end was the one trying to block.

    Temoria, withdrawing all the barriers swiftly and pulling his body back, had widened eyes.

    He sensed the puppet growing from his rear and moved urgently to the side, rolling on the ground.

    My spear pursued him.

    Crack.

    The spear thrust into the spot where Temoria rolled.

    Of course, it hadn't caught Temoria.

    He rolled on the ground once more to avoid it.

    "Like a rat, right? It suits you well."

    I sneered intentionally to provoke the one who kept running away.

    The glaring golden eyes looked at me, but Temoria's defensive stance didn't change.

    "If we continue like this, it could take quite some time."

    If he continued to block, I also found it challenging to deliver a fatal blow easily.

    How can I make him abandon defense and target me?

    "I just need to offer bait."

    Bait that's so tempting he can't resist taking it.

    From then on, I rushed Temoria like a madman, pretending to be in a hurry.

    Bang, boom!

    Every time I swung and stabbed the spear, I acted desperate by biting my lip and furrowing my brow.

    And eventually, I started to reduce the use of authority little by little.

    As if I was trying to save it due to insufficient divinity.

    Divinity, unlike mana, is difficult for others to gauge.

    The collection speed varies drastically depending on the number of believers and their faith.

    Although Temoria was in a state where divinity hardly gathered, he had no appropriate way to ascertain my situation.

    Therefore, my actions could sufficiently influence Temoria's judgment.

    "If he assumes that as a newly born divinity, the supply of divinity isn't smooth, that would be great."

    The trap I laid was quite effective.

    As I continuously reduced the use of authority and pretended to be impatient enough that the tip of my spear wobbled, as expected.

    Temoria's eyes glinted, and he threw his punch.

    Divinity was abundant in it, a decisive blow that seemed extremely impactful at first glance.

    I pretended to be in a rush before the dangerous strike.

    However, inwardly, I leisurely looked around the situation.

    Something like golden brass knuckles was glowing from Temoria's hand.

    "Was he a melee type?"

    If the barrier turned ineffective, he wouldn't be able to avoid engaging the enemy.

    I thought he would have at least one way to protect himself.

    I hadn't expected it to be bare-handed combat.

    I kept watch to the end, wondering if he might additionally craft a divine weapon.

    However, there was no significant twist.

    Just before Temoria's hand was about to hit my solar plexus, he flashed a grin full of anticipation.

    He seemed to have no doubt that his attack would land.

    Indeed, if I left it be, it would have landed since the situation was too late to avoid.

    But unfortunately for Temoria, I had a trump card.

    Time Freeze, whose cool-down had completed.

    As soon as I used the function, astonishment was written in Temoria's golden eyes.

    Time stopped, and I grasped his outstretched fist targeting my solar plexus, releasing my pent-up divinity at once.

    - Krrgh!"

    At the same time, the Time Freeze also had expired.

    "It only holds for one second."

    I had purchased a ten-second item, yet it was only one second.

    My heart wanted to lodge a complaint to the Damned System about this defective product.

    But aware that I was using what should be an amateur league item in a pro league.

    I refrained from acting impulsively.

    Barely holding in a sigh, the puppet surged in.

    - Krrrrgh!"

    Not only did it gnaw at Temoria's hands filled with divinity, but it also remorselessly shredded and scorched his arm.

    Additionally, the puppet entangled Temoria tightly, crystallized from head to toe.

    Gripping his neck hard, I spoke in a plain tone.

    "Just wondering, do you know where Finelpenia is?"

    Temoria's golden eyes began to waver.

    The tremor, radiating slowly like a ripple across water, was clear.

    The implication was simple enough.

    - If... if I tell you."

    It probably meant he would sell out Finelpenia for his survival.

    - Will you let me live?"

    As expected, the answer flowed from Temoria just as I presumed.

    I had no intention of criticizing or scorning him.

    I would make the same choice if my survival were at stake.

    Therefore, I answered with an indifferent tone.

    "No."

    Puh-woosh!

    Sharper spikes sprouted from the puppet enveloping Temoria.

    - Hwaaargh!"

    His scream echoed briefly as the puppet drove into him.

    Then, from Temoria erupted an explosive surge of great divinity.

    Such was the force that my body was flung backward.

    During that fleeting moment, Temoria began his escape.

    Of course, I had no plans to let him go and immediately gave chase.

    Perhaps to shake off the pursuit, he dived straight into the material realm.

    And where he arrived was in the heart of a monster legion.

    "This one's trying to use them to distract me and make his getaway."

    No way.

    The unremarkable evolved species no longer stood as obstacles to me.

    Without hesitation, I unleashed flame strike.

    Bang, boom!

    The lightning falling from the clear sky whitened everything in its vicinity.

    It wasn't hard to spot Temoria fleeing through the flames.

    Boom!

    The descending puppet expertly steered him toward my desired direction.

    Soon, hiding my presence, I awaited Temoria and once more seized his throat.

    - No, no!"

    A desperate shout accompanied my strike aiming for his heart.

    In a rush, Temoria wrapped himself with the patience barrier.

    Zhi-iiik.

    The puppet broke through again, spewing radiant sparks.

    It looked like the crystallized state of the puppet had shattered like a bomb.

    "Oh."

    It was a learning moment when overcharging with divinity broke the crystallization.

    - Hwaaargh!"

    Inside the patience barrier, the puppet wreaked havoc on Temoria.

    Moments later.

    Temoria finally faded away inside the patience barrier he had created.

    Absorbing his status and divinity, I drew a long breath, sensing the presence of the Damned System.

    《System Message》

    Kang Hyunwoo, Kang Hyunwoo. We have found traces of Finelpenia.

    The slightly urgent message was accompanied by good news.

    "Really? Where?"

    Since I was already in Bihar, I planned to purify and move to the said location immediately.

    Instead of giving me the location, the System added something else.

    《System Message》

    It's... a little odd.

    My eyebrows raised automatically as I read the subsequent messages.

    * * *

    After finishing the hunt for Temoria.

    Instead of pursuing Finelpenia, I returned to Earth for the time being.

    I encountered those who were just about to go for a walk after lunch.

    "Huh? Hyung?"

    "Wow, you came earlier than expected!"

    It was the twins and Yang Taeho.

    Needing to organize my thoughts and desiring a breath of fresh air, I joined them on their walk.

    "Woof!"

    While holding onto Rice Cake's leash, slowly walking, I ruminated over the conversation I had with the System.

    "Finelpenia's whereabouts are unclear."

    There were traces of divinity usage, but...

    The surroundings were apparently a mess as if a battle had occurred.

    What did that imply?

    "Perhaps."

    Could it have been an Omby that fought with Finelpenia?

    "If indeed that's the case, she might already have been devoured."

    I couldn't completely rule out the possibility.

    "There's no saying I'm the only Hunter."

    Wasn't Sennoa, who had been following closely, gone from sight as well?

    If someone started hunting gods, confident they wouldn't vanish easily...

    "I might have lost my turn."

    It was bitter news that had me tutting.

    I stood still for a moment, engulfed in frustration.

    Just then, Rice Cake, now gigantic, began barking at my left.

    "Kheeoong!"

    Yang Taeho grabbed the twins by their waists and swiftly moved away from the spot.

    Turning my head slowly, I found someone staring directly at me.

    Instead of mana, I sensed a faint status from this figure.

    "A puppet."

    It was a puppet crafted with Omby's status, not Agnotia's.

    An Omby replica had entered Earth.

    Damned System.
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    'Seems like everything fell apart the moment Senoa disappeared.'

    Senoa, who used to hold the monster back by its ankle, had found a way to leave, and his absence only accelerated the invasion.

    However, if someone asked whether the current situation was the worst, well...

    'Although I might not be strong enough to secure an upper hand...'

    Facing multiple replicas rather than meeting the main body head-on seemed a better strategy.

    Being within the material realm also played in my favor.

    "Kerax."

    As soon as I stretched out my hand to summon Kerax's spear, I spread mana all around.

    When blue sparks seized the surroundings, screams echoed from every corner.

    I could sense the crowd panic and flee.

    Though this was a rather aggressive approach, it was necessary to drive civilians away, making it easier for what was to come.

    "You too, get away."

    When I said this towards Rice Cake, who was growling beside me, he began to whimper.

    But after a firm glare from me, he drooped his ears and retreated.

    The replica, watching my actions silently, wore a bright smile and spoke.

    - I didn't come to fight.

    "Don't expect to return unscathed once you've been spotted by me."

    If he had wanted to, he should not have crawled all the way to my front yard in the first place.

    - Today was supposed to be a greeting...

    "Cut the crap."

    A greeting, my foot.

    Wasn't it obvious why he tried to make contact with me right after Senoa's disappearance?

    'He's probably after my authority.'

    My authority is specialized for destruction.

    It's incredibly handy for battles, so it's no surprise he's after it.

    From his standpoint, after conquering Earth, he'll have to attack another dimension.

    He might be trying to reinforce his power to prepare for that occasion.

    Confiscating my power right away would certainly help in invading Earth.

    Or perhaps he intended to use this chance to get rid of me today.

    Whether he claimed not to have come to fight or to greet; there was no need for me to heed the words of such an invader, who was fit to be ripped apart.

    'Getting captured should be seen as the end.'

    Raising my vigilance, my body tensed up to its core.

    The replica, meanwhile, dispelled its artificial smile and began to shake its head side to side.

    - I planned to pass by quietly...

    Then, sweeping its eyes past my shoulder, an unnoticed black beam shot out suddenly towards—

    'Rice Cake!'

    It was Rice Cake who had been lurking not far away.

    'I told him to retreat, why didn't he listen!'

    Gritting my teeth, I leaped from the ground.

    I planned to block its path and personally deal with the corrupted divinity.

    But before I could reach my destination, a shadow that had been lying in wait came charging at me.

    Was it thanks to the repeated training of this Scenario thousands of times?

    Almost immediately, I bent my waist, sensing the faint shadow at the edge of my vision.

    With my upper body lowered, Omby's hand grazed over my head as it aimed for my neck.

    *Swish!*

    In an instant, I layered the crystalline puppet on my spear and sliced off its arm.

    Black blood mixed with flesh splattered to the ground.

    In that moment, the corrupted divinity shaped like a blade lunged at my abdomen.

    I intercepted it with my spear.

    *Boom!*

    The sound was closer to a thunderous explosion than the mere clash of metals.

    The force of divine authority was powerful enough to produce such destruction.

    'Relax, now.'

    Opting to use the force to push back, I aimed to minimize close combat.

    The impact left my insides twisting.

    As my body was flung back, it felt as though my organs couldn't keep up with my speed and entangled with one another.

    "Ugh!"

    Naturally, I coughed up bloody spittle from the internal injuries.

    Meanwhile, Omby, in frustration, threw corrupted divinity at Rice Cake.

    *Crackle!*

    At that moment, Rice Cake emitted lightning, protecting itself.

    Though the mana was a notch below divinity, it wasn't powerless.

    Thanks to this, it diverted the course of the corrupted divinity.

    "Bark! Bark!"

    What would have been a fatal strike to Rice Cake's torso only ended up piercing its hind leg.

    Having bounced off near Rice Cake, I created a mana platform in mid-air to launch off.

    It was to reach right in front of Rice Cake.

    Upon reaching him, I hastily shouted and flung the pup aside.

    "Don't interfere!"

    Keeping this one around wouldn't help me in this battle.

    As Rice Cake's massive body flew through the air, torrents of corrupted divinity began pouring upon me from behind.

    Instantly, I spread out the crystalline puppet to shield us both.

    A semi-transparent wall gleamed like glass, shielding Rice Cake and me.

    It wasn't a defensive maneuver I favored often due to its high divine cost.

    Plus, it made losing track of the enemy easy.

    Regardless, it was necessary for Rice Cake's safety.

    I intensified my senses, striving to locate the now unseen Omby.

    *Shuffle shuffle.*

    Only then did I detect the figure of a black shadow emerging from the edge of the crystalline barricade.

    I swung my spear at the approaching figure.

    At the same time, I crystallized the puppet to counter the presence from above.

    *Swoosh swoosh!*

    Spears, swiftly conjured from the crystalline puppet, shot out.

    Not wielded, but sent forth merely with a flick of my hand.

    Ten spears zigzagged their way through the air, targeting Omby.

    'Authority is wielded through will.'

    The efficacy of authority can vary significantly based on the user's capability.

    As with the crystallization I'd perfected over time.

    Manipulating it in midair to target the enemy was the fruit of my labor.

    'I didn't solely train for evasion.'

    Though not adept enough to use it liberally...

    It should be enough to check an opponent on a direct line, especially one so close by.

    As the vision of malice and murderous intent surveyed above, Omby hastily wielded a corrupted divine sword to evade my attack.

    A whip-like strike aimed at my side, already deflected by spinning onto my spear.

    'I will slice its remaining arm...!'

    Eagerly I lunged toward the foe, thrusting my spear towards him.

    The spear imbued with fierce puppet calculations barely missed his armpit.

    A bit faster and I might have split the shoulder joint!

    Having missed my mark, it was now Omby's turn to target my opening.

    Gritting my teeth while retrieving my spear, Omby reached towards me with his black claws.

    From its gaping mouth, a black tongue projected, intent on ensnaring me.

    I wasn't about to fall for it!

    Like Rice Cake earlier, I expelled the puppet from every fiber of my being.

    That destructive force burned the tongue to cinders, turning it to ash.

    The brief dissipating of the puppet was soon replaced by an apparition of a gigantic shadow.

    Fleshy tendrils gushed out of Omby's body, extending in all directions.

    All crafted from corrupted divinity.

    Unintentionally, I bit down on my lip.

    It was a demonstration of just how adept he was at manipulating divinity.

    With this many moving entities in play, it wasn't feasible to counter each one with authority.

    Identifying and dealing with objects at both short and long distances was a challenge.

    In that case...

    'I'll only fend off those getting too close.'

    Raising my spear, I prepared to deflect the definite threats aimed my way.

    *Clang! Clang clang! Clang!*

    Limited by human hands, I made use of the sharp spearhead, long shaft, and blunt end fluidly.

    Every advance of my spear see threw strands flying away.

    Meanwhile, Omby landed, grounding himself.

    Seizing the opportunity, I used my authority.

    The sky-bound puppet struck its target dead on.

    *Boom!*

    Though a thunderous sound erupted, it wasn't a significant blow.

    Tendrils churned out by Omby had tangled, shielding him overhead.

    At the same time, the puppet assaults from both flanks burrowed towards his sides.

    "Hyung, now!"

    "Let's go for it!"

    Yang Taeho and Kim Yul, who had silently awaited their turn, supported our attack.

    Even before their words faded, I was already charging towards Omby.

    No further instructions were necessary.

    We had battled together thousands, if not tens of thousands of times.

    Given we faced a common enemy, everyone instinctively knew their role best.

    Kim Yul's magic disrupted the wriggling tendrils.

    Yang Taeho's magic stymied Omby's steps and robbed its sight.

    Illuminating puppets ran amok during the chaos.

    I poised to capitalize upon this gap brought forth by joint effort.

    And slice away the single arm Omby had left, I succeeded.

    Severed by a spear handle to the back of his knees, he buckled down.

    *Thud.*

    With Omby on his knees, I tightly bound him with crystalline puppets.

    I didn't stop; I skewered his body, anchoring him to the ground.

    Like meat on a skewer.

    "Phew."

    In a fleeting moment, the battle reached its end.

    I calmed my disordered breathing, glaring at the restrained enemy.

    Thankfully, he was weaker than the replica I encountered in causality.

    'Were they modulating the puppet's strength due to the cost of bringing it into the material realm?'

    Questions piled up. At the top of the list was, undoubtedly...

    'I need a method to track down the main body.'

    Should I resort to torturing this thing?

    It was unlikely to yield any answers willingly.

    Yet, I was prepared to go to extremes if necessary.

    No longer could I rely on Finelpenia's power of reading past records.

    'All the hierarchy of other apostles has already been reclaimed.'

    From now on, everything had to be handled through my power alone.

    I took a deep breath, striving to shake off the escalating anxiety.

    What choice would truly be the best?

    As I wracked my brain seeking solutions, a cautious approach drew my attention.

    *Thud thud.*

    The irregular patter of footsteps immediately revealed who it was.

    Having returned to the battleground, despite leg wounds, was Rice Cake.

    "Hey, Rice Cake? Are you hurt?"

    Upon noticing his wounds, Kim Yul hurried over.

    I, standing behind Kim Yul, shot a stern glare at Rice Cake.

    I'd clearly given the order to fall back, yet Rice Cake's continuous lurking disobeyed my command, which irked me.

    There is a time to hold back and a time to step in.

    Fortunately, he only ended up with a leg injury this time; it could have been fatal otherwise.

    In an ordinary monster hunt, perhaps, but in a battle entailed with divine powers, Rice Cake wasn't noteworthy.

    Understanding my state of deep frustration, whether he did or not, Rice Cake limped past Kim Yul and approached me, whimpering and nudging his head against me.

    "You...!"

    Hastily trying to plead after all the chaos, I was about to scold him.

    "......!"

    Yet, before I could continue, my sight flipped, unveiling yet another world Rice Cake perceived.

    A scene dramatically displaying the process of power circulation.

    Omby's silhouette within it was shocking.

    A mass of writhing energy trapped in a black outline.

    The energy didn't circulate naturally alongside the body nor emit light like a living entity.

    Rather, in a bizarre movement, it absorbed light outwardly, retracting consistently, like consuming itself, evoking a visceral discomfort.

    Extending from his head, the uncanny spectacle stretched long, like thread.

    In that moment, it became clear why Rice Cake risked danger to linger close to me.

    Damned System
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    In an instant, a thrill surged up to my head, and I almost bit down hard to suppress it.

    I had to exert all my strength to control my body's reactions.

    'Calm down, don't show that you're agitated.'

    I had never told my party members about this peculiar ability that Rice Cake possessed.

    There wasn't an efficient way to utilize it, so I just let it slip by.

    So at this point, probably only I and Rice Cake knew about this vision.

    'I must not let them find out that I have a way to chase Omby.'

    Whether I strike the back or the front of my opponent, it's a foolish choice to reveal my hand.

    I maintained a calm expression as much as possible.

    I could confidently say that no one there noticed my agitation.

    'If anything, this guy knows my emotions.'

    I fixed my gaze on Rice Cake and slowly regulated my breathing.

    After hearing about Omby, I had been constantly pondering.

    How could I find its true form?

    'And to think I already had the means to do it.'

    Who would have thought that the warmth I whimsically picked up one day would return like this?

    'They say you can't foresee the near future of a person.'

    A solution came through an unexpected creature at an unexpected moment.

    I wondered why I hadn't thought of using Rice Cake's eyes.

    Omby's puppet was different from the one made by Agnotia.

    The fact that the puppet spoke directly meant that there was an entity conveying intentions through it.

    I should have deduced the connection between the puppet and its true form.

    Despite the complexities, the first thing I had to say was clear.

    I glared at Rice Cake with sharp eyes and spoke.

    "Next time, when I tell you to back off, you back off."

    If I'd made a mistake, it could have been truly fatal.

    I didn't have the leisure to continue the fight and protect others from Omby.

    Fortunately, its real target was me.

    If it had charged at Rice Cake, could I have completely shielded it?

    'In my current state, I can't guarantee it.'

    Chiding it, emphasizing that point, Rice Cake nodded vigorously.

    Promising to obey next time, it wagged its tail excitedly, looking at me with bright eyes.

    Indeed, I was angry about its sudden action.

    But it brought the solution I desperately needed, and with that endearing gesture, my anger seemed to melt away.

    'This must be what's called a lucky charm.'

    It once saved my life, and now it brought a way to save the Earth.

    It wouldn't be an exaggeration to call it a lucky charm.

    I patted Rice Cake's neck with a much softer touch and asked.

    "And the wound?"

    Rice Cake barked joyfully as if pleased by my calmed demeanor when I heard a familiar voice from behind.

    "I already applied potion, okay? Geez, I don't know what you find so endearing about it that you even bother applying potions!"

    Grumbling.

    While complaining verbally, it was busy tending to Rice Cake—of course, it was Kim Yul.

    Just as I was about to respond to him, Yang Taeho, who had been watching Omby on my behalf, spoke urgently.

    "That one looks a bit weird."

    I immediately turned my gaze to where Omby was tied up.

    Trembling, quivering.

    As if seizing, Omby, having lost both arms, suddenly opened its mouth wide.

    And then, it started to swell rapidly, like bubbles forming from foam.

    "Brother, sir!"

    Kim Yul, who was relatively further away, shouted urgently while protecting Rice Cake.

    Yang Taeho, who was closer to Omby than I was, raised his shield, blocking my path.

    Simultaneously, Omby, which had lost its human form, exploded.

    Boom!

    The power itself wasn't that great.

    But it couldn't be dismissed as insignificant because bits of flesh and sticky black blood splattered in all directions.

    "Tsk."

    Thankfully, none of us got covered in the remains.

    Before it exploded, golden glass crystals blocked our path like a barrier.

    Thanks to this, we avoided getting covered in the filth.

    After the explosion ended, I stared intently at where Omby puppet had been moments before.

    'By self-destructing like this, it must mean it had no way of escaping from the crystallized restraint.'

    If it could've escaped, it would have attacked me again.

    Had it charged sneakily, it wouldn't have been easy to dodge.

    'It was impossible to overwhelm it.'

    Its overall reaction speed was slightly faster than mine.

    Yet.

    'I could respond sufficiently.'

    The puppet itself was a downgraded version, but the endless evasion training I'd done contributed as well.

    Not just the enhanced sight, hearing, and touch, but even a faint sense of smell.

    Whenever it seemed like bugs were scritching, entering my perceptual range,

    Omby would appear from that direction.

    During training, Shamel or Greterman would sneakily and quietly harass me, improving my instincts.

    Looking at just today's battle, it seemed quite hopeful.

    But my expression remained far from bright.

    'Even if I find the true form, can I win against it?'

    No matter how well the artificially created puppet performed, it's fake.

    Its true power should be a notch higher than this.

    Unfortunately, my combat sense isn't something that can catapult in a short time.

    It's improving steadily with time and effort, but.

    'I can't level up like some game character.'

    I've reached the conclusion that I need a raid team, as killing Omby alone is too hard.

    'I'll need the Apostles' help again this time.'

    They won't have their authority leaked even if they contact Omby.

    'If that were possible, it would've sought the Apostles instead of me from the start.'

    The Apostles who use powers similar to mine and have similar physical abilities.

    They will become invaluable aids whom I can rely on.

    'I should involve the Apostles in training from now on.'

    As soon as I thought that, Kim Yul, who had crouched beside me watching the epicenter of the explosion, trembled.

    "What, what was that? Just now?"

    "... Did it creep you out? It seems it wasn't just me."

    Yang Taeho, who stood beside me, rubbed his arm while commenting inexplicably.

    Watching the two of them, I felt slightly surprised.

    'It seems their instinctual domain is fairly trained too.'

    They reacted instantly as soon as a red light was cast on their peaceful lives.

    'They must be of that degree if they are to be in my party.'

    I nodded in satisfaction at their reactions.

    That's when the cleanup team dispatched by the association arrived.

    And that marked the end of the battle that had unfolded in downtown Seoul.

    * * *

    After wrapping up the scene, I headed to the guild.

    It was to check the news from other regions.

    The Palao Guild had branches worldwide, so news gathered quickly.

    With a tense heart hoping for the best, I checked the situation briefly.

    "Phew."

    Fortunately, there were no major incidents.

    The total number of Holes marked in the sky hadn't increased, and there was no report of a new legion appearing.

    Only then could I relax a bit.

    I leaned back into the chair, releasing the tension from my rigid posture.

    As if waiting for that moment, Rice Cake, who had been quietly sitting beside the chair, got up and energetically wagged its tail.

    As if saying it wanted to play now that the work was over.

    "Bark!"

    Thanks to the Magic Tool, Rice Cake had returned to a small dog size, so I lifted it up.

    Allowing it onto my lap, it excitedly placed its paws on my torso, licking my face.

    The wet drool was bothersome, but this noble creature seemed to want to, so I decided to allow it once.

    While gently strokeing Rice Cake's fur, I picked up my phone.

    I pressed a familiar number and called.

    Instead of answering right away, the signal tone dragged on.

    Just as I was about to hang up, thinking there might be a busy affair,

    "Hello?"

    Rashar's voice came through the signal tone.

    "Where are you?"

    "Near Ansan City in Gyeonggi Province. There was a Hall generated this morning, so I was dispatched."

    Receiving the call meant they had finished closing and exited, I suppose.

    It was good timing.

    "Are you tired?"

    "No, it's not. It wasn't a high-grade Hall."

    "Then, let's meet. I need a favor."

    "Is it urgent?"

    "No, I'll send Gilenios for now, so come by after you're done."

    "It might take a while to finish the report..."

    "Take your time finishing. It'll take me about an hour too since I need to travel by vehicle."

    Rice Cake lacked the status to withstand Gilenios's transport yet.

    So, I had to travel by vehicle.

    "Got it."

    "Alright, see you soon."

    After ending the call, I stood up with Rice Cake in my arms.

    "You heard it all, right? Go wait for Rashar."

    Gilenios, poking its face through the air, spoke with a spiteful tone.

    "Yes, yes, as you command."

    Ignoring its habit of grumbling, I got into a vehicle with Rice Cake.

    After leaving Seoul, I arrived at the vacant lot I visited daily for practice.

    I put Rice Cake down there and said.

    "Return to your original size."

    Considering the tasks ahead, staying in its main form was preferable to being small.

    Without fuss, Rice Cake returned to its original form.

    It had grown so much that even when on all fours, its eye level was similar to mine.

    Soon, its shoulder height seemed to reach 2 meters. To think this was its undeveloped size.

    'The original body I saw had shoulder heights of 4 to 5 meters.'

    In the brief moment I was thinking, Rice Cake rubbed its face against me affectionately.

    'Still quite the affectionate one.'

    When I'd return home or be beside it, Rice Cake would always stick to me like this.

    Seeking warmth or expressing affection?

    Having grown familiar with Rice Cake's behavior, I stroked its neck and finalized my thoughts.

    'I need Rice Cake's ability to find Omby's whereabouts.'

    The problem is that to share Rice Cake's special vision, I need physical contact.

    I would only have access to that vision when physically in touch with Rice Cake.

    After experimenting several times, I'd confirmed it with Rice Cake.

    'If I want to use Rice Cake's eyes when encountering a new puppet, it means I must constantly stay with it.'

    Taking something along isn't problematic.

    Rice Cake mostly obeys me and can be sized down, after all.

    The issue lies in the risk of Rice Cake dying if I face Omby again.

    Rice Cake is an invaluable asset that I must never lose until Omby is eliminated.

    "So, what choice do I have?"

    With a soft murmur, my divinity began to move.

    "I should at least ensure you can protect your own life."

    "Woof!"

    Having returned to its original form, the response was more resonant.

    When it's possible to use authority, it should aid in securing its safety rather than hindering.

    Plus, I had extra authority to spare thanks to the newly absorbed status.

    'Though I've never imbued a beast with status, and it's uncertain...'

    Given its intelligent nature, it seemed feasible enough.

    The sense of faith was quite substantial.

    I transferred my status to Rice Cake.

    Damned System

    New Elements & Characters:

    백설기 = Rice Cake (it)

    김율 = Kim Yul (he)

    양태호 = Yang Taeho (he)

    옴빈 = Omby (it)

    아그노티아 = Agnotia (her)

    라샤르 = Rashar (he)

    길레니오스 = Gilenios (it)

    백설기's unique vision and Omby puppet's connection to its true form and characteristics are crucial elements to the story.
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    Rice Cake's pupils slowly turned golden.

    It was the same transformation the previous apostles had undergone.

    I had succeeded in making Rice Cake an apostle.

    Now, the only thing left was to teach her how to use authority.

    'Unfortunately, I couldn't do it directly.'

    In this area, I was thoroughly incompetent.

    To me, authority was a power that I could use naturally and at will.

    If I was to put it another way, it was part of me.

    Hence, I couldn't teach others how to use it.

    It was like someone with normal vision trying to explain how they saw a scene before them.

    All they had to do was open their eyelids, and their visual organs would capture the information naturally.

    For me, that was exactly what authority was.

    As a result, the first wave of apostles had to learn how to use authority on their own.

    Thankfully, that transitional phase was over.

    This meant I could find a good teacher for Rice Cake.

    "K."

    Rashar, who appeared with Gilenios, was the teacher.

    Sitting on a nearby rock while waiting, I greeted Rashar with a smile.

    "You came quickly?"

    "Others said they would finish up there, so I left early."

    With Gilenios disappearing and Rashar drawing closer, she stared fixedly at me.

    "Why are you looking at me like that? You're going to bore a hole in my face."

    "...... I'm just relieved you're safe."

    I wondered what she was talking about out of the blue.

    She seemed to have heard of the battle that happened in the city center.

    "Did you already hear about it?"

    "Is there anyone who doesn't know? The whole world is buzzing about you."

    "Well, you might find a person or two if you look hard enough."

    Even though I said that, I couldn't deny that news about me spread quickly.

    Even Lily and the association were fanning the flames.

    'They went ahead and even distributed my videos.'

    I chuckled softly as I spoke.

    "Thanks to that, divinity is gathering well."

    "...... How is your injury? I saw you coughing up blood."

    From the way she spoke, she seemed to have seen the video or a picture of the event, not just read about it in the news.

    Apparently, some brave soul had stayed to film the battle instead of running away amidst the chaos.

    'Incredible, truly incredible.'

    I felt an urge to applaud their dedication.

    Yet, alleviating Rashar's concerns took precedence.

    "It wasn't a severe impact. In fact, I kind of held my ground."

    "...... All you did was flee."

    The word "flee" prompted me to speak faster, bristling as I retorted.

    "Hey, there's the word 'evade,' so why say 'flee?' That sounds weird. It's not like I ran away like a scared kid. I did manage to subdue it in the end, didn't I?"

    Even though I spoke lightly, Rashar's expression wasn't entirely bright.

    So, I grabbed her wrist and pulled her in a bit closer.

    "If you're so worried, why not check for yourself?"

    Before she could protest, I placed her hand directly on my shoulder.

    "How about you check if there's any injury yourself?"

    With a smirk pulling at one corner of my mouth, I said, Rashar's jaw dropped, and she stuttered.

    "W-what are you doing...?"

    "Can't you tell just by looking? Of course, I'm flirting."

    Seeing Rashar's face flush was quite amusing.

    I chuckled quietly and wrapped my arm around her waist.

    As I pulled her in a little closer, a soft scent and warmth came over me.

    They were the sorts of things only felt from a closer, more intimate proximity.

    'Nice.'

    Sitting and looking up at her like this was quite pleasing.

    It tickled my heart a little.

    "Since we're on the topic, how about a real check-up? I was too distracted to check my injuries."

    With a smile, I urged Rashar, and slowly, hesitantly, her hands started to move.

    Softly, they brushed back my hair, exploring gently.

    From the forehead, down to the cheek, neck, and shoulders.

    The touch that glided gradually downward paused near my chest.

    'It could go a little further.'

    Feeling a bit disappointed, a mischievous streak rose within me.

    But just as my thoughts formed, a loud snort interrupted.

    Rice Cake suddenly huffed decisively between me and Rashar.

    It was intentional, no doubt, so my brows naturally knitted together.

    However, Rice Cake, pretending not to see my displeased expression, began wedging her large head between Rashar and me.

    "No way?"

    The atmosphere had been really nice, yet here I was, being interrupted.

    I thought about saying something but held back.

    After all, the reason I'd called Rashar here was for this creature.

    'I can't just leave her to stand by forever.'

    I could always spend more time with Rashar later after taking care of things.

    With a short click of my tongue, I stroked Rice Cake's head.

    As if on cue, Rashar, who had stepped back a couple of steps because of Rice Cake's intrusion, muttered.

    "Those eyes......"

    I nodded and explained.

    "Yes, as you can see, she's joined as an apostle, and she needs your help."

    "Because of authority."

    "It's nice not to have to explain too much. I'd like training to start as soon as possible to handle authority."

    I made my requirements clear, hoping she could be ready for combat as soon as possible.

    After a brief consideration, Rashar asked.

    "Is communication a problem?"

    The twins and Kim Yul spent a considerable amount of time with Rice Cake.

    Rashar, however, had only met her a few times in passing.

    It made sense that she was hesitant.

    "She understands everything."

    Barely waiting for my answer, Rice Cake raised her head and puffed out her chest fur.

    As she seemed to be flaunting herself, I couldn't help but laugh.

    It seemed Rashar also found it cute.

    "Since we'll be together henceforth, I'll formally introduce myself. I'm Rashar."

    With a smiling face, Rashar reached out as if to pet Rice Cake.

    "Snort."

    But Rice Cake snuffed and turned her nose away.

    She didn't waggle her tail enthusiastically and greet Rashar as she did with me.

    Even so, I didn't reprimand Rice Cake.

    "Let it be. She's quite picky about people."

    "Ah."

    "She won't be rude or reckless. I've warned her not to act insolently towards others."

    If she didn't enjoy meeting others, who was I to force her?

    Some find blending with others delightful, while others find greater pleasure in solitary reflection.

    Thus, as long as she wasn't obviously rude or snapped at someone, I let her be.

    Thankfully, Rice Cake had never crossed the boundaries I set.

    She had never bitten anyone or any creature, causing an incident.

    'At most, she'd merely snub people slightly.'

    After her non-greeting with Rashar, Rice Cake once more started fussing around me like a child.

    This time her antics seemed even more frivolous than before.

    "Why are you acting up like this today?"

    I muttered quietly, and Rashar, watching me and Rice Cake, asked.

    "...... Is she female? I've heard of beasts that don't welcome demi-humans of the opposite gender."

    "Well......"

    I halted reflexively before answering.

    I was somewhat akin to Rice Cake's owner.

    Yet, I didn't know much about Rice Cake's species.

    However, I strongly suspected she wasn't a species distinguished by male or female.

    "Her gender may be uncertain, but that's not why she's selective."

    Rice Cake's favoritism extended to Kim Yul, Yang Taeho, and the twins alike.

    "I think it's simply because I've been her provider, so she's quite attached to me."

    "You're like her surrogate parent, then?"

    "Probably."

    I shrugged, and Rashar didn't press further.

    I then directed Rice Cake's head towards Rashar.

    Obediently responding to my gesture, the moment Rice Cake turned her gaze towards Rashar, I lightly smacked her head.

    "Please guide and encourage her, and greet her properly."

    "Snort."

    Though Rice Cake huffed in annoyance, she bowed her head slightly in a gesture of respect.

    'That's something, at least.'

    I closed the matter there and nudged Rice Cake towards Rashar.

    "Now go learn."

    Only for a moment did Rice Cake look sad, but she soon sighed heavily and nodded.

    With her ears drooping, she watched as Rashar began to walk away, then promptly followed.

    'See, she's obedient when told to.'

    I watched them recede into the distance until eventually.

    《System Message》

    Kang Hyunwoo, what happened on Earth? It seems chaotic.

    Trait activated, and the system emerged.

    "An Omby doll showed up."

    My casual response elicited quite the reaction from the system.

    《System Message》

    ! Are you alright? Are you injured?!

    "I'm fine......"

    Before I could finish my sentence, I felt hands probing my body.

    It was as if someone was kneading dough mercilessly.

    "Sigh."

    The person I would have liked to touch me hesitated, whereas this one mauled me senselessly without a hint of reservation.

    "Get off!"

    I brushed the system's presence away with a click of my tongue.

    "By the way, how's the search for Finelpenia going?"

    In response to my question, the system's tone turned somber.

    《System Message》

    Still elusive. Though we found more traces of battles, Finelpenia herself remains unseen.

    Perhaps, as Kang Hyunwoo suggested, she may have already been consumed.

    "Continue searching regardless. There's a difference between the possibility and certainty."

    《System Message》

    Understood.

    If she's already perished, that's that.

    However, if she's somehow survived tenaciously and is hiding somewhere?

    'I'll devour it.'

    Until Finelpenia's demise was confirmed, I couldn't give up on her.

    'I should have postponed reclaiming the apostle's status a bit longer.'

    If I had retained Finelpenia's apostle.

    When she perished, the disappearing authority would have allowed me to discern the circumstances.

    It seemed I had rushed things with a single-minded focus on clearing the tasks at hand.

    'What's done is done.'

    I soothed my regrets and pondered.

    'In the worst-case Scenario, Finelpenia is already gone, and her authority has passed to Omby.'

    From now on, the corpses of players or apostles must be meticulously retrieved.

    Moreover, there was a larger issue at hand.

    'I currently have no more divinity I can forcibly seize.'

    Does causality dictate that gaining must come with an equal loss?

    Instead of ways to find Omby, the opportunity was lost.

    'Damn it.'

    If worst came to worst, and I wouldn't be able to absorb Finelpenia's divinity, what remained for me now?

    Pondering intently for a while, I opened the status screen after what felt like ages.

    Kang Hyunwoo - Irregular

    Divine Name: God of the Battlefield

    Authority: Guileful Lightning

    Believers: 820,482

    「View Player Information」

    Beneath the section about divinity on the first page, there was the button to view player information.

    Pressing it brought up the player status window, filled with complex text and numbers.

    Following my eyes downward as I skimmed through, I soon found what I had been seeking.

    Trait: Barbarian, adaptability, tenacity, purification (lv.max), Palao's Inheritor, second Inheritor

    While others often boasted one or two at most, I had six traits.

    The most recent trait was:

    "Second Inheritor......."

    Initially, the detailed page was filled with question marks, but now things were different.

    Now, rather than question marks, there was a short message written clearly.

    「Come to inherit the status」

    The progenitor god of Biharin, Karlos, was calling me directly.

    Damned System

    **New Elements and Characters:**

    - 백설기, Rice Cake (she)

    - 길레니오스, Gilenios (na)

    - 라샤르, Rashar (her)

    - 칼로스, Karlos (he)
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    I had seen Karlos's message, but instead of setting out immediately, I decided to think a little more carefully.

    "Even if I went right away, I wouldn't be able to inherit the status immediately."

    A primordial god would never perish as long as a dimension existed.

    While it might suffer serious injuries and become unable to move,

    It could fall into a comatose state after receiving devastating blows.

    But as long as the dimension remained intact, it could somehow heal.

    Just like how the system had undergone two recoveries.

    For a primordial god to vanish, the dimension's collapse and annihilation must precede.

    Thus, the hidden meaning behind Karlos's message was simple.

    "... He's telling me to destroy the dimension with my own hands."

    It was at that moment that I realized what the role Karlos conveyed through Senoa truly meant.

    "To ask me to demolish my own house with my own hands."

    I couldn't help but let out a chuckle, accompanied by a throbbing headache.

    I furrowed my brow and rubbed my temples.

    Although Biharin was smaller in scale compared to Earth, it would not be easy to annihilate the remaining dimension with just my own power.

    "Divinity consumption will be severe."

    But if I was to bear such a disadvantage?

    "This time, there might be a change in authority."

    The benefits of complying with Karlos's will outweighed the drawbacks.

    While divinity would naturally gather over time, status could only be usurped.

    Furthermore, if Biharin were to be annihilated, I could simultaneously shut down all connections to Earth.

    Gaining time until Omby could reopen the connections with Cackleline's authority was undoubtedly an advantage.

    The decision didn't take long. I rose from my seat and spoke.

    "I'll head out first, so use my car when returning."

    Since Rashar also had a driver's license, driving wouldn't be an issue.

    "If you're too tired to drive, call Gilenios and go."

    However, just to be safe, I added a remark.

    Rashar nodded readily and saw me off.

    She wouldn't have imagined that I was planning to shatter her homeland entirely.

    Thus, she waved with a smile.

    "To be honest, this dimension would perish even without my intervention."

    But bringing forward its demise by intervening wasn't something I could deny.

    It felt like I was doing something wrong to Rashar.

    Of course, I wasn't going to change my decision due to trivial feelings like that.

    I turned away, leaving behind Rashar's smile.

    * * *

    A lifeless man lay in an empty space, pale enough to be mistaken for a corpse at first glance.

    The man, born from the origin of Biharin, was Karlos.

    He had been so still for such a long time that it made one wonder if he was truly dead.

    Then suddenly, at an unforeseen moment, his eyelids started to tremble.

    Soon, golden eyes became visible beyond the open lids.

    Staring blankly as if he had just awakened from a slumber, he soon spoke.

    - Finally.

    Karlos's previously hollow demeanor slowly shifted into a smile.

    He felt the acceleration of his massive existence's collapse.

    It signaled that the one who received his message had begun to move.

    Karlos's smile grew thicker.

    The senses he was feeling indicated that the collapse of his foundational dimension was underway.

    Had it been another primordial god, they might have rushed to find the cause and tried to prevent the collapse.

    But that wasn't the story for Karlos.

    He had longed for this moment for a very long time.

    - Ah.

    Once more, the collapsing sensation was blissful to him.

    The smile on Karlos's face deepened.

    Was it as if responding to his smile?

    The culminating demise hastened further.

    After savoring those sensations for a while, Karlos murmured brightly.

    - I was lucky.

    The authority that Palao nurtured in divine status touched upon destruction.

    Thanks to that, the end could arrive sooner than initially expected.

    Karlos rose slowly.

    - Since a precious guest is coming, I should show some sincerity.

    Such a precious existence, who was about to put an end to this dull wait, couldn't be anything but precious.

    With a very delighted heart, Karlos began the preparation to greet his final guest.

    The god from another world, who would obliterate him.

    * * *

    I left a few instructions for Lily and crossed over to Biharin.

    Following that, the demolition work in Bihar wasn't too difficult.

    It was all about destroying parts of the unexpired dimension using my puppets.

    In various places, erasing every trace of the land over a few days,

    I discovered a strange mark in an unfamiliar location.

    "A white dot..."

    A white dot had shown up on the map upon entering the corrupted area.

    "I haven't seen that since picking up Rice Cake..."

    I remembered asking the system in the past what those white dots represented on the map.

    The system's answer was simple.

    - They signify everything marked white, except for Earth and Biharin and those leading the invasion.

    Every third party, regardless of their origin, is marked white on the map.

    This meant it could be from the same dimension as Rice Cake or not.

    "I might as well check it out, just in case."

    I couldn't discard the opportunity to garner information.

    I headed straight for the white dot that appeared on the map.

    Finally, I reached a cave. The cave was almost as large as a highway terminal.

    The ceiling of the cave, many times my height, was riddled with countless cracks.

    Creak, crack.

    This area wasn't free from the consequences of collapse either.

    The cave seemed on the verge of crumbling.

    As evidence, each step forward caused dust to gather on my head and shoulders.

    But I brushed it off and calmly proceeded inside.

    How long had I been moving when I found unfamiliar traces?

    "Footprints..."

    From that alone, I could determine that whatever was inside wasn't the same species as Rice Cake.

    The footprints hinted at a bipedal creature similar to a human.

    "The feet are a bit large, though."

    They were similar to human footprints familiar to me.

    Who or what could be inside? Just as pure curiosity began to awaken.

    I halted suddenly.

    - Who are you?

    It wasn't a voice using vocal cords but a sound that conveyed intention.

    Despite the strain, the exhaustion was evident...

    "At least a being of minimal status."

    Realizing that, I barely managed to suppress a grin.

    Amidst the high likelihood of losing Finelpenia's status, encountering a new status was exciting.

    With a racing heart, I responded to the strange voice.

    "I was curious due to sensing something unfamiliar."

    - ... I apologize for sudden intrusion, but I have received permission from the status connected with this dimension.

    Considering the circumstances, meeting directly with another status-associated entity outside of Earth or Biharin wasn't unusual.

    "You met Senoa."

    - Ah, you know that entity. When asking for a place to recover from injuries, I was directed here.

    Since the dimension's collapse has already begun, staying for long wasn't possible, but it was sufficient for resting.

    Receiving such guidance, I came here.

    - So, please don't turn me away. I also conveyed useful information to that entity, making it a fair trade.

    Like how I shared news that the dimension in Senoa's path had already been invaded, for instance.

    The strange god inside seemed to have exchanged information with Senoa.

    "It's chaos everywhere besides Earth and Biharin."

    Who knew how many dimensions and divine beings existed outside there?

    "That's not something to concern myself with now."

    What mattered most was attending to the immediate issues concerning Earth.

    "Studying other dimensions can wait."

    Setting aside unnecessary curiosity, I gazed thoughtfully into the dark cave.

    "Senoa bothered to send him here..."

    Knowing full well that I'm hunting other divine statuses, why send it here, intentionally?

    "Could it be a set-up meant for me?"

    It might be a gesture of goodwill.

    "Well, even if it isn't, it doesn't matter."

    Whatever Senoa meant by sending it to Biharin wasn't important.

    For whatever reason, it had already entered the material realm of Biharin.

    "I can't just let prey that walked into my trap escape."

    Even as a courtesy in response to Senoa's goodwill, I'll gladly devour it.

    It didn't matter if it was a trap set by someone; I would just dismantle the board itself.

    "Let's meet first. Who knows, I might gain unexpected information."

    Suppressing the smile trying hard to rise, I asked cautiously.

    "Are you severely injured?"

    - Why do you ask such a question?

    The immediate response was sharp, probing.

    It seemed the injury wasn't a lie.

    If that's true, the likelihood of this being a trap decreased.

    Feeling a pleasant thrill, I spoke in the warmest tone possible.

    "I have some questions for you. Would you be open to a transaction? In return, I'll provide sacred water."

    Though I didn't really plan on giving it, I had one bottle left from the VIP store.

    - Sacred water?

    Upon explaining what it was, the speaker's voice tinged with awe and greed became palpable.

    - Oh, such a thing exists!

    There was a noticeable vigor in the previously strained voice.

    "Being sent by Senoa, I'm sure you have at least some credibility. What do you say?"

    Perhaps driven by desperation to treat the injury?

    - I'd like to meet and converse first.

    The being deep within the cave readily took the bait.

    I took assured steps toward it.

    If anything unexpected occurred, I had a relic capable of escape.

    Step by step.

    The sound of regular footsteps echoed loudly within the cave's sealed walls.

    At last, I arrived at the deepest part of the cave.

    There sat a giant with a pale complexion.

    Though appearing fine outwardly, the underlying feeling was completely tattered.

    "To show such vulnerability openly."

    Did it lack the strength to hide its wounds?

    Or was it pretending to be weak to lure me into complacency?

    "If it's the latter."

    It meant that it also planned to stab me in the back.

    With all possibilities in mind, I observed the giant.

    - Do you truly have it?

    The giant's query prompted me to produce the sacred water from my spatial pouch.

    - Oh...

    Sensing the divinity filling the bottle, the giant's expression softened visibly.

    When I tucked the sacred water back into the pouch, its gaze followed with persistence, filled with yearning.

    However, the giant sized me up with a courteous tone before speaking.

    - You know Senoa, I see.

    Clearly, engaging head-on in its current state wasn't favorable.

    "Yes, we were somewhat amicable."

    Unlike other divine beings, we had never tried to kill each other, so it wasn't entirely untruthful.

    The giant assessed me for a brief moment, as if trying to discern my intentions, before speaking.

    - So, what prompts your curiosity? I can't be sure I know, but I'll listen.

    "I've picked up a creature, and I wonder if it originates from the dimension where you were rooted."

    Running away from its original dimension, possibly experiencing something similar to Biharin, struck a parallel.

    Perhaps the dimension Senoa spoke of was undergoing similar turmoil, connected to Biharin.

    - What kind of creature?

    I described Rice Cake's appearance and abilities.

    After a moment...

    - Sounds like a parasitic beast.

    "Parasitic beast?"

    I had hoped to discover something about Rice Cake.

    I never truly expected to learn anything, yet here was a direct answer.

    - Before providing an answer, let's ensure this.

    The giant gestured as if offering its hand, and divinity flowed towards me.

    "No turning back now."

    I had thought of breaking the verbal agreement after discovering more, but...

    I couldn't just kill a being that knew of Rice Cake.

    With a silent curse, I briefly pondered but seized the divinity offered by the giant.

    Feeling a slightly foreign sensation marked the successful transaction.

    "We'll exchange the information you desire, and in return, I'll provide the sacred water."

    Compared to the deals made by the system with Biharin's gods, these terms were simple enough.

    It was inevitable.

    - You're not great at handling divinity.

    I wasn't used to handling just divinity.

    Damned System

    ---

    ### New Elements and Characters

    1. **칼로스** - Karlos (he)

    2. **라샤르** - Rashar (she)

    3. **비하르** - Biharin (it)

    4. **세노아** - Senoa (na)

    5. **카클라인** - Cackleline (na)

    6. **백설기** - Rice Cake (it)

    7. **기생수** - Parasitic Beast (it)
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    **Chapter 67: A Reward from the Past (6)**

    To facilitate an exchange between gods, one must engrave various elements onto the divinity, as if carving it meticulously.

    However, I hadn't accumulated the proficiency required to execute such tasks competently.

    Therefore, I couldn't specify numerous conditions diligently.

    "It hasn't been long since I reached the status."

    In a way, that was fortunate. If many conditions had been complexly attached, I might have been at a disadvantage after the transaction.

    Moreover, the giant's wariness eased a bit after confirming my clumsiness.

    In case anything went wrong, it must have felt confident in subduing me.

    "It seems you had quite the ordeal. The dimension was already in this state right after gaining your status."

    I wondered about its misunderstanding but decided there was no need to clarify.

    It was a relief that it was letting its guard down.

    When I replaced my answer with a smile, the giant began to fulfill the transaction conditions first.

    "Were you curious about parasitic creatures?"

    It seemed ready to share information about Rice Cake.

    "Yes."

    When I nodded, a calm explanation followed.

    "They are entities that can only live by parasitizing onto other independent life forms after imprinting on them."

    Just listening to it, it sounded like a strangely intriguing story.

    This was mainly because the word "parasite" inherently carried an unpleasant connotation.

    However, as the explanation continued, it seemed less problematic than I initially feared.

    "Usually, if the host perishes, they Die along with it."

    Therefore, they prioritized protecting the host, possessing intense loyalty towards them.

    "Such Traits made them quite a valuable gift among the Uba."

    I didn't know who the Uba were.

    Perhaps they were the dominant race of the dimension where that god originated.

    "The lighter their skin is, the higher their intelligence and the more adept they are at learning the host's abilities."

    It was at that moment I understood why Rice Cake could mimic my mana.

    In the dimension where the giant originated, they would intentionally attach several parasitic creatures to an exceptional host to cultivate them.

    That way, they would secure several capable entities.

    "In addition, they are sensitive to the flow of life force. They can oversee the host's health and should know how to discern a strong host, so they evolve continuously to develop such abilities."

    Unexpectedly valuable information about Rice Cake had come to light.

    Taking the opportunity, I asked more questions that had piqued my curiosity.

    "How is the imprint made? Is it possible for the parasite to imprint without my consent?"

    "That's impossible. The host must allow a drop or two of blood for imprinting, but not much is needed."

    Typically, during infancy, when the mother provides life force abundantly, the parasites find hosts to imprint on and become independent.

    Mentioning blood reminded me of when I had undergone imprinting with Rice Cake.

    "It was the first time I met it."

    With the mother dead, I must have appeared as the only lifeline to Rice Cake.

    Indeed, the other entities were all dead at the time.

    "How do they reproduce? Do they have genders?"

    "No, once they reach maturity, they reproduce on their own when they feel they are most secure. Reproduction happens only once in their lifetime."

    Due to such characteristics, their numbers were not that high.

    "They generally tend to be insolent and ignore everything except their own host. However, their flaws can be rectified depending on how the host manages them."

    Since they inherently possess obedience towards the host, the host naturally plays a significant role.

    "The one you found is white, so it must be a top-level entity. Nurture it well, it will never betray you."

    There seemed to be a sense of envy in the tone of that voice.

    "It seems even in their dimension, they are hard to come by."

    At that moment, I felt incredibly fortunate.

    That fateful day, had I not scavenged the corpse of the dead parasitic creature to take Rice Cake, I would have been facing frustrating circumstances now.

    "I'd have been facing all sorts of difficulties."

    Silently exhaling a sigh of relief, I realized it had suddenly become quiet around me.

    Silence had descended between the giant and me.

    Considering the one who had been talking nonstop was now silent, it was natural.

    When I lifted my head, my eyes met those of the giant, who was looking down at me keenly.

    This must mean it was now my turn.

    I obediently retrieved the vial of sacred water from the subspace pocket.

    As soon as I brought the vial into sight, the giant's expression brightened.

    He hastily accepted the vial of sacred water and spoke.

    "But why haven't you left yet? Senoa said there was no hope here."

    Seeing that he didn't consume the sacred water immediately and instead engaged in conversation, it seemed he didn't fully trust my claims about its effects.

    He probably planned to use it somewhere where I wasn't present, just in case.

    That worked for me. At least the sacred water wouldn't be wasted unnecessarily.

    I raised the spear I held in my left hand and responded.

    "To finish things."

    "Finish things?"

    I wondered what thoughts crossed the giant's mind upon seeing me suddenly grip my weapon tighter.

    The giant's movements halted abruptly.

    "Our transaction was already completed."

    The giant had received information, and I had received sacred water, ensuring we both fulfilled our promises.

    "No conditions prohibited us from taking them back or forbidding attacks after the transaction."

    It was a genuinely fortunate situation for me.

    "Perhaps it felt uneasy due to its injuries, and because I wasn't proficient in handling divinity, it must have let its guard down."

    There was also the thought of preserving its divinity, especially with the collapse of its dimension.

    Given it was already in the material realm using divinity, the more so.

    Several circumstances intertwined, forming a very favorable condition for me.

    As a result, my expression was nothing but bright in anticipation of the upcoming battle.

    "Yes, to finish."

    Destroying Biharin and devouring the god here—that was the endgame.

    There was no need to explain my intentions in detail to a being on the verge of annihilation.

    With a smile, I sent forth a face puppet.

    "You treacherous scoundrel!"

    The giant easily deflected that attack.

    Using its left arm, which had been hanging limply the whole time, it swatted away the puppet.

    "I had a feeling this would happen! Do you even know who I am?!"

    There was no time to retort with why I should know that.

    The giant immediately launched a fist toward me.

    From its hand, a green light shot forth, targeting me.

    "Is that its authority?"

    Even though it seemed to have prepared for such an event and responded quickly, it wasn't all that surprising.

    This was likely because I felt through my entire being that the power of that green light wasn't formidable.

    "Compared to the gods of Bihar, this being lacks status."

    My suspicions were confirmed.

    The proof lay in how the puppet-laden spear smoothly sliced through the green light.

    The giant's expression turned into one of shock.

    Following that, something unbelievable occurred.

    "Why—why are you doing this?!"

    The giant's tone changed dramatically.

    "I was too surprised and struck back, but I have no intention to fight! Once I heal, I will depart!"

    A derisive laugh slipped out.

    Initially, when counterattacking, it acted like it wouldn't forgive me, but then it quickly changed its stance.

    "Exactly."

    The unsure suspicion I had turned into certainty.

    "It indeed had a mind to betray me."

    From the start, it acted too weakly, and as soon as I launched an attack, it counterattacked immediately, as if seizing an opportunity.

    And once it realized I might be stronger than it anticipated, it backtracked.

    It did not seem to be a genuinely benevolent god.

    I eagerly drove the giant back.

    "Argh!"

    Perhaps considering it difficult to evade my puppet in a closed space, the giant escaped to the outside, shattering the cave.

    Along the way, I caught the sacred water the giant dropped and quickly followed before it could gain distance.

    Whoosh!

    Crystalized puppets poured toward the back of its head.

    Some were deflected by the green light the giant wielded.

    Yet, others embedded themselves into the giant's body.

    Meanwhile, another onslaught of green light the giant launched targeted me.

    But they were all deflected or sliced in half by the spear I wielded with blinding speed.

    An ensuing close-quarter battle.

    Boom! Bang!

    A spear embued with a crystallized puppet and a fist infused with green light.

    Every clash between the giant and me shook the heavens.

    "It's hard to ignore the physical strength it exerts."

    The power derived from its physique was overwhelming, even though I had a clear edge in authority power and status.

    Ultimately, I restrained myself from close combat and shifted to authority-focused attacks.

    Boom!

    Puppets crashing from the sky struck the giant several times.

    Steam began to rise from its thick leather skin.

    Then again.

    With a single gesture, a rigid, crystallized puppet rapidly flew toward the giant like an arrow.

    The giant was frantically busy deflecting them.

    Taking advantage of the opening.

    "Hup!"

    I dashed toward the giant with blinding speed.

    In an instant, I successfully thrust my spear into its neck.

    Immediately, I poured more divinity into the crystallized puppet enveloping my spear.

    I aimed to practice a newly learned attack method from previous battles.

    As expected, once divinity was pushed to its limits in the puppet.

    - Not...!

    Boom!

    The crystallized state puppet forcibly detonated while lodged in the giant's neck.

    The outcome was that about 30% of the giant's upper body was blown away.

    To ensure, I mutilated its chest and abdomen where its heart might be.

    "Congratulations! You've successfully hunted down what was once a great being!"

    A familiar message appeared, and I absorbed the scattered essence of the giant rapidly.

    "It was easier than I thought."

    It was a straightforward battle that needed no heightened tension.

    The prey was already severely injured, and the authority power wasn't impressive.

    In reality, the amount of essence I absorbed wasn't that substantial either.

    "But it's better than having none."

    It was about two to three-tenths of the essence I absorbed from Temoria.

    The record showed it wasn't a recently born status.

    It seemed to have a significant amount of achievement only in warfare.

    Upon examining the giant's record, it appeared that the gods of that dimension were not highly regarded in status.

    Their usual means of forming divine status derived primarily from mutual struggles and duels.

    Everyone was adept at fighting, which, conversely, prevented beings with useful authority from emerging.

    Therefore, they easily overcame monsters during the initial invasion.

    But when Angramoti advanced and the monstrosity commenced, they collapsed helplessly.

    "I get the general idea of what happened."

    After perusing the records of how Rice Cake's home dimension collapsed several times, I departed.

    Having completed the hunt, I resumed dismantling Biharin.

    During the process, a considerable number of monsters were buried, having nowhere else to go.

    Moreover, even more monsters fled to Rice Cake's dimension rather than Biharin.

    By pouring more divinity into the destruction of Biharin than any previous use, it had that outcome.

    "When I return, the Hole will probably be almost nonexistent."

    That aspect alone was very satisfying.

    Peace would only end if Omvy drilled another Hole.

    Even that brief period of peace shouldn't be disregarded.

    A few days may have passed like that.

    When the divinity I held almost depleted and no observable Biharin remained from the relentless destruction.

    "A new inheritor of the Trait will be activated."

    The long-awaited message arrived.

    "「The primordial god of Biharin invites you. Will you accept? (Y/N)」"

    Without hesitation, I clicked the Yes button.

    **Damned System**

    **New Elements & Characters:**

    - 기생수 (Parasitic Creature) = Parasitic Creature(it)

    - 신성수 (Sacred Water) = Sacred Water(it)

    - 우바족 (Uba) = Uba(they)
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    Chapter 68: Growing and Accumulating (1)

    As my vision blackened, I sensed a familiar presence nearby.

    "It's been a while."

    When I greeted first, I received a brief response.

    - Yes.

    A dozen steps away stood Karlos.

    Yet, for some reason, he felt unfamiliar to me.

    His voice was slightly more gleeful than I remembered.

    His expression was more peaceful than when we last met.

    Even his posture was relaxed, as if he had lost strength.

    It was different from past encounters where his overwhelming presence paralyzed my thoughts.

    'Things have changed a lot since then.'

    His presence was still immense, but I didn't feel like I would be swayed as foolishly as before.

    Having formed "status," it would have been strange for things to be the same as before.

    And how much time had passed, with so many changes during that time.

    The reflections I had while looking back at the past were not long.

    - It seems you have new feelings upon meeting again.

    Thanks to Karlos, who unexpectedly spoke first.

    "Understandably so."

    I replied nonchalantly as I looked around.

    An empty, boundless space beyond causality.

    A golden light flickered there, forming a thin curtain.

    'Was he hiding here all along?'

    Since our last meeting, Karlos's whereabouts had been unknown.

    Even the Damned System couldn't locate him.

    In recalling Zenoa's words, it seemed the gods of Bihar also found it difficult to meet him.

    I presumed that Karlos had created a space for himself akin to the Damned System, where he could remain safely secluded.

    It seemed today my speculation was confirmed.

    'Choosing his own resting place—perhaps it's appropriate for a god.'

    I dismissed the thought, realizing anyone else would find it foolish, and looked back at Karlos.

    "We both have urgent needs. Let's get straight to the point."

    There was no need to confirm whether he intended to transfer his status to me.

    It was evident that Karlos planned to pass it on.

    The moment he conveyed the message through the Trait description window, I easily guessed it.

    He waited for my divinity to grow strong enough to destroy dimensions, and once convinced, he tasked me with the destruction of Biharin.

    Now that I had accomplished that, it was time to receive my reward.

    "I should collect my dues for all the work I've done running around."

    We weren't here to share casual conversations.

    We both wanted something from each other that could end the meeting once exchanged.

    Karlos, too, wasn't one for enjoying interaction with others.

    - Indeed, I shall give it to you.

    He nodded with a soft smile and stretched his hand toward me.

    - Come here.

    'He insists on me coming to him, doesn't he?'

    Was it because his status had existed above all things since birth?

    Summoning me so naturally, unlike before when my will was overridden.

    In the past, I approached Karlos as if hypnotized, but this time I moved of my own accord, taking slow steps.

    Step by step.

    Exactly thirteen steps.

    I stopped in front of Karlos, leaving a step between us.

    Suddenly, golden smoke swirled above Karlos's hand.

    It gathered around a center point, eventually forming a shape.

    A rough, jewel-like form.

    It sparkled like glass, transparent enough to see Karlos's face through it.

    'Did Palao's divinity fragment look like that when I first saw it?'

    Back then, what was inside was Palao's divinity, but now, within this small shape, it clearly was...

    "... Is it status?"

    Karlos offered no further explanation.

    But it didn't matter. I wasn't asking because I didn't know the answer.

    It felt like Karlos's presence had been compressed into that small mass.

    Watching it, I unconsciously gulped.

    Whether it was greed from facing such a massive status.

    Or the burden of having to absorb something so immense.

    I couldn't precisely distinguish.

    Naturally, to Karlos, none of it mattered.

    Whether I felt complex emotions or not.

    Karlos focused on what he had to do.

    Closing the remaining gap, he pushed the crystal into my chest.

    Khchek.

    Despite my shudder, the transparent golden crystal glided in effortlessly.

    I frowned at the sensation akin to having indigestion from overeating.

    Simultaneously, the hand touching my chest began to crumble.

    - Something so simple...

    Was he recalling the tiresome times of the past?

    Karlos, with a quiet murmur, sighed.

    I watched him as he started to crumble away like dust.

    Then Karlos, turning towards me, asked a question.

    - Do you have something to say?

    Seeing him with such a relieved expression, like having put down a heavy burden, I couldn't help but inquire.

    "Does a god of origin... inevitably meet a fate like yours?"

    I knew only two gods of origin.

    One fervently sought annihilation and eventually achieved it.

    The other never spoke of annihilation, behaving like a naive child.

    Experiencing such contrasting cases, I couldn't shake off the lingering anxiety.

    Wouldn't Karlos know of other gods of origin besides the System?

    If so, might he know their fates too?

    Unanswered doubts transformed into questions, and Karlos nonchalantly provided the answer.

    - One promised eternity has no reason to long for it. For longing naturally arises toward what one cannot possess.

    Thus, to beings like himself, eternity often becomes a prison.

    Though it wasn't a direct answer, it sufficed to solve my query.

    - We are slaves shackled to support causality.

    Their existence ensures dimensions persist, allowing causality to function.

    - Do not assume your god will be any different.

    Was this a warning that Earth's System would eventually follow his path?

    Or advice to behave wisely to avoid such a fate?

    Having received the desired answer, I swallowed again, offering my gratitude.

    "... Thank you."

    Karlos could have chosen not to bestow his status and gradually vanish from this place.

    It might have taken more time, but the outcome he desired would have been achieved either way.

    'Yet, he chose to use the game's rules to pass his status to me.'

    Admittedly, it was a mutually beneficial transaction.

    Nevertheless, Karlos had shown me kindness.

    I wasn't oblivious to that fact, so I bowed to the vanishing god of a dimension.

    After straightening back up, the image of Karlos was nowhere to be seen.

    For a brief moment, I stood idly, feeling as if I heard a faint laugh. A very clear and light-hearted laugh.

    Listening to it, I found it difficult to move.

    On this day, countless lives' home had ceased to exist.

    Undoubtedly, it was a tragedy befalling all Biharin.

    Yet to someone who now no longer existed, it probably was an unparalleled relief.

    'Then, is my happiness also someone else's misfortune?'

    It was a thought I would soon shake off.

    Despite knowing, I found moving on difficult.

    So, I stayed for a while, gazing at the spot where Karlos had disappeared.

    * * *

    Returning to Earth, I found it considerably noisy.

    From the moment I began demolishing Biharin, the number of Holes visible in the sky began decreasing rapidly.

    It ultimately became '0' at 9:34 this morning.

    This led to an overflow of chaotic news and reports worldwide.

    The online realm was even more tumultuous.

    People heading to schools and workplaces couldn't hide their unease and excitement.

    And when speculation with a hint of hope emerged about the war finally being over.

    "...... The, the Association confirmed that all existing Holes are now closed as of this moment."

    The Player Association officially announced.

    As soon as Lily finished her statement during the press conference, questions flooded in from all directions.

    Some excited journalists bombarded her with questions.

    However, rather than answering, Lily calmed the commotion.

    "But!"

    She shouted with such force, imbued with Mana, that civilians covered their ears.

    It resulted in a swift quieting of the press conference venue reminiscent of a marketplace moments earlier.

    "At the same time, we have confirmed a new entity capable of creating Holes."

    The once-quiet venue filled with murmuring again.

    "The Association's final judgment is that it is too early to declare total peace and security on Earth. The Player Association will exert all its strength to eliminate this entity...."

    Summarizing Lily's ongoing words: Remain vigilant, as war could break out again at any time.

    However, many seemed to neither heed the message carefully nor at all.

    Just looking at posts on various communities and social media sites made it obvious.

    People were already celebrating and casually mentioning the heavy word "peace."

    Such complacent behavior.

    I observed their reactions silently.

    After the Association's press conference concluded and news anchors appeared on TV,

    "Keep following the current lifestyle patterns, despite the frustration."

    I casually warned my family watching the news with me.

    Jinwoo, who was slicing fruit, cautiously asked,

    "Will the Holes open again?"

    "Yes."

    I declared it decisively, without leaving room for doubt or contrary opinions.

    Omby will certainly return.

    It's merely a matter of time.

    It has limited methods to access Earth again.

    With the System's protective barrier still intact, direct crossing of causality would be challenging.

    'You can surmise just by looking at the level of the replicas sent.'

    Ultimately, attempting to reopen a Hole from another dimension targeting Earth seems a likely option.

    According to the System's estimation, it might take about 2 to 3 weeks.

    In a way, it was fortuitous. I desperately needed time.

    'During this interval, I shall fully absorb the status.'

    Karlos's status was immense.

    Ashamedly incomparable to what I had been seizing thus far.

    Even if I had focused solely on Karlos and abandoned all other gods, I could have possessed substantial status.

    Ironically, I couldn't immediately absorb all the status at once because of its enormity.

    It seemed Karlos was aware of this dilemma.

    So he embedded his status directly within me.

    Allowing me to absorb it slowly over time.

    Though I comprehended this situation in my head.

    'Getting skewered by a knife once would be better.'

    The bloated discomfort reminiscent of indigestion that lasted hours became a torment.

    Continually gnawing at my nerves, reminiscent of undergoing torture.

    Sighing deeply, I slumped into the sofa.

    'I must gather more divinity during this opportunity.'

    Considering the enormity of Karlos's status, the divinity acquired was meager.

    According to the Damned System, Karlos had invested most divinity in game creation.

    Thus, he probably had little divinity left.

    In many ways, the timing seemed suitable.

    'Of course, I can't afford to relax too much during this period.'

    Quietly, I planned to make my time meaningful while preparing for the next.

    Frustratingly, not everyone shared my mindset.

    It took less than a day to realize this unfortunate truth.

    Damned System

    ### New Elements and Characters:

    - **칼로스 (Karlos)**: He, the presence that the narrator interacted with.

    - **세노아 (Zenoa)**: na, mentioned in memory regarding Karlos.

    - **비하르 (Biharin)**: it, a location associated with the gods.

    - **황금색 빛 (Golden light)**: it, established an enveloping cloak.

    - **비하르인 (Biharin)**: they, residents of Biharin.

    - **기원신 (god of origin)**: na, a term used to describe a type of god.

    - **진우 (Jinwoo)**: he, slicing fruit as part of the family.

    - **릴리 (Lily)**: her, spokesperson for the Player Association at the press conference.
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    Chapter 68: Growth and Accumulation (2)

    In front of the headquarters of the Korea Player Association.

    "Dissolve the Player Association!"

    "Dissolve it, dissolve it!"

    "Ensure the safety of the citizens!"

    "Ensure it, ensure it!"

    The location was cluttered with demonstrators demanding the disbandment of the Player Association and the isolation of players, leaving no space to tread.

    Because the protest size was quite significant, everyone passing through the area could take note of them.

    Yang Hyewon, who had finished her work at the association in the morning and was leaving the building to participate in the apostles' training, noticed them too.

    As fate would have it, she sat in the driver's seat, observing the protestors gathered on the opposite side of the intersection where she was stopped at a signal.

    Despite the car windows and doors being tightly shut, the voices of the protestors seeped through, disturbing her.

    "Citizens! The Player Association is deceiving us by maintaining the lie of an ongoing war to protect their interests!"

    A man at the front of the protest shouted through a loudspeaker.

    His goal was simple.

    To criticize the association for not declaring the end of the war, even though all the Holes had disappeared, and for maintaining a state of alert.

    And to use that as a justification to incite people.

    "They are not heroes sacrificing for peace! If left unchecked, they will use their power to overthrow the government and rule over innocent citizens!"

    As soon as the threat of monsters vanished, they labeled the players as the new threat.

    "That's right!"

    "Go away, go away!"

    "Dissolve the Player Association!"

    "Isolate the players!"

    "Monsters! Murderers!"

    In the eyes of the public, players were essentially new "monsters" wielding superhuman power not allowed to civilians.

    Hence, the crowd demanded the removal of players.

    This was a scene I witnessed every time I passed by the association for several days.

    And yet, it brought an involuntary frown to my face each time.

    As if crawling underneath my skin.

    The feelings that had subtly grown in the abyss swelled significantly.

    Yang Hyewon took in the sight of the protesters with narrowed eyes.

    At that moment, some in the protest spotted a person exiting the association and cried out.

    "There, a player!"

    It was a player with a fairly high profile in Korea.

    Perhaps owing to the recognition of his face, he became a target for the protesters as soon as he was spotted.

    "A monster!"

    "Die! Get lost!"

    "Tell the truth! Declare the end of war!"

    "Don't use us for your profit, you bastards!"

    Their cries were not to resolve the situation.

    They were merely means to vent their emotions.

    They indulged in their own biases, believing that their view of the world was everything, and screamed with all their might.

    In a world without justice, those who considered themselves as justice were merely grotesque.

    Yang Hyewon finally faced the contempt that grew from deep within the abyss and surfaced.

    'It's ridiculous.'

    Just a few days ago, the public was the one forcing sacrifices upon us and urging deployments.

    They hadn't known the reality, yet they clamorously called the wind-type players who remained at home, focusing on closing the Holes, cowards.

    And when the frontlines were not sorted quickly and situations dragged on, they blamed the deployed players' incompetence, pouring out curses.

    They were the same ones who shouted for us to go to the frontlines, kill the monsters, and prove that we were safe.

    But now, as if they had forgotten the past, they screamed that players were unnecessary.

    "Ha."

    I was disenchanted with the fickle public.

    'I risked my life for those bastards.'

    There was once a time I believed it noble to protect the nation and its citizens.

    But now, thoughts and days of the past seemed pathetic.

    Swallowing that bitter sense of betrayal, I let go of the dwindling pity and sympathy when the signal at the intersection changed.

    Yang Hyewon withdrew her gaze from the protestors and pressed the accelerator again.

    Simultaneously, she thought alone.

    'The day might come when Holes open again.'

    She wished that everyone in that protest would become a monster's meal.

    "Then it might be quieter."

    Mumbling plainly, Yang Hyewon's car silently left Seoul.

    * * *

    『... For that reason, players are on the verge of exploding with discontent.』

    Although monitoring is in place to prevent direct clashes with the protestors.

    『Individual conflicts are already occurring outside the association.』

    Lily's voice from the other side of the phone was stiff.

    Just four days. Only four days had passed since the numbers of Holes in the sky turned to zero.

    And already, things were like this.

    'Not surprising.'

    I had expected how the weak would react.

    Contrary to Lily's firm voice, I spoke in a laid-back tone.

    "They'll quiet down and disappear like dead men once Holes open again. Don't waste time and budget trying to respond; focus on running the elite forces. Make sure they don't lose their combat senses."

    When the body is exhausted, there won't be leisure for unnecessary thoughts.

    Palao Guild members are being put through such a regime already.

    They are even advised to refrain from going out when not engaged in training.

    Naturally, I am dedicating most of my time to training as well.

    I found it tedious to commute to the training ground, so I even arranged camping equipment around the area.

    As a result, I hadn't entered my house in the past four days.

    With a relentless schedule, I also managed Karlos's status, which kept me occupied.

    Perhaps that's why I didn't pay any attention to the disturbances outside.

    'If there's a lot to be done, one won't hear what people outside are barking about.'

    It's when the body is unnecessarily comfortable that the eyes turn outward and needless attention is spent.

    "If it's too noisy, just announce a possible quarantine and shove the players up the mountains."

    A few weeks, and they'll plead for us to help again. They can't even endure a few weeks without causing conflicts?

    I couldn't just watch. I knew how this would end.

    I didn't wish to waste time on pointless matters.

    Instructing to maintain a consistent stance of ignoring all the noise from the start, I hung up with Lily.

    But the situation hadn't ended there.

    "Oh, this is annoying!"

    Immediately after the call, Kim Yul shouted.

    I turned to where the sound came from and sighed.

    Kim Yul was glaring at his phone, eyes blazing.

    My apostles were engaged in sparring-focused training with me in shifts throughout the day.

    While evading, they create openings for the opponent or land effective hits on my behalf.

    They are steadily preparing to face Omby.

    'Everyone has also raised the intensity of their individual training.'

    Kim Yul was one of the morning shift members training with me, and as soon as the training ended, he was fiddling with his smartphone.

    Then, out of nowhere, he began yelling.

    'Must've seen something supporting the protests.'

    Kim Yul seemed unable to let go of his irritation, and he began blurting harsh words into the air.

    Quite annoyed by it, I glared at him and spoke.

    "Quiet."

    "Are you not angry, brother?!"

    Lily and Kim Yul, both were pestering me over something that would soon end.

    I replied with a deep sigh.

    "Aren't you tired of reacting to every single thing?"

    It wasn't as if I was unaware of the public's changing attitude.

    And I know that not everyone is like them.

    Further, dealing with such extreme protestors yields no benefit and is a downright waste of time.

    Thus, I concluded that ignoring their act was the best course of action.

    While I may have felt distaste, annoyance, and anger, I worked to shake it off.

    'Figuring out a way to deal with the system is a better use of my focus than reacting to protesters.'

    The words left behind by Karlos haunted my mind deeply.

    When my body was at ease, I ended up thinking more about the system than the protests.

    Contemplating what needed to be done to prevent the system from following Karlos' path made my head ache.

    "Bark!"

    Thanks to Rice Cake pressing against my thigh and peering at me, my thoughts were interrupted.

    I had paused when Lily called, but originally I was taking a break to teach Rice Cake magic.

    "Alright, I'll show you again."

    Gradually, just like this.

    After several attempts at experimenting, I found out Rice Cake could use magic too.

    Of course, not in the conventional understanding of mana arrangement like official mages.

    'It's simply mimicking me.'

    Perhaps because they could perceive what I think and feel directly?

    When I repeated and repeated to perform a specific magic, Rice Cake simply followed the process.

    Almost as if imitating me.

    'I guess they didn't think to mimic before because they didn't have mana.'

    But now it had mana.

    Thanks to that, Rice Cake managed to mimic two electric-type magics.

    Currently, I was demonstrating the third magic, lightning Prison.

    Wrapped around the spot where Rice Cake and I sat was the manifestation of the Lightning Prison.

    A magic where the rising bolts overturned the earth, constrained, and scorched all life standing on the ground.

    It was incredibly useful when confronting multiple adversaries.

    "Now, give it a try."

    Slowly, just like this and that.

    I demonstrated the magic several more times.

    "Whimper...!"

    What a hard time Rice Cake must have had sitting on the grass!

    Crackle-!

    The rising lightning overturned the earth became slightly visible.

    The success came halfway through the day, marking Rice Cake's fastest achievement.

    "Well done!"

    I vigorously patted Rice Cake's head.

    It was rewarding to teach when they learned everything I showed them.

    "Let's try increasing the range."

    "Bark! Bark bark!"

    Emboldened by the praise, Rice Cake readily agreed to further training, attempting the Lightning Prison once more.

    Soon after, a disgruntled Kim Yul left the training ground.

    Yang Hyewon arrived by car for the afternoon shift, and Gilenios brought Ethan precisely on time.

    Lastly, the afternoon instructor, Shamel, arrived.

    As soon as she arrived, she grinned at me and lightly swung what she held in her hand.

    Crack-!

    A rather loud sound followed as it hit. It was undoubtedly...

    "A whip...?"

    Yang Hyewon murmured, and indeed, Shamel held a whip.

    "What on earth is that?"

    Shamel was a martial artist who, like me, primarily used spears.

    Specially brought as my spear instructor by Rashar.

    Why then did her hand hold a whip instead of a spear?

    Swallowing the question, I asked, and Shamel answered nonchalantly.

    "I saw footage of you scampering about. That puppet thing you mentioned wielded this kind of power, didn't it?"

    So she decided to train me with lashes, mimicking that puppet?

    My face sullenly regarded Shamel.

    Her enjoyment in driving people hard was evident for some time already.

    Now, she openly devises ways to torment people.

    'You have really taken a liking to it.'

    I scowled at Shamel.

    Of course, I didn't criticize her for using a whip.

    Omby did, in fact, wield a distorted divinity like a whip.

    Getting accustomed to such a form of weaponry was necessary.

    Thus, I could not say anything to Shamel, who smirked while holding a whip of uncertain origin.

    "I will train you so you won't roll around like a grub in the next battle!"

    I don't know when I rolled around like a grub in front of that puppet.

    But before I could argue, Shamel suddenly lunged at me.

    'This old hag!'

    Leaving Rice Cake behind, I hurriedly rolled across the ground.

    Damned System
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    Tap, tap, tap, tap-tap.

    The slow sound of typing on a laptop keyboard continued.

    "Siwoo...where is this...ah, here it is. Si, woo."

    It was Raschar typing one character at a time with the hunt-and-peck method to complete her search query.

    When she finally pressed enter, the information she was looking for poured in.

    Articles about the protests written today.

    Faces of people demanding a crackdown on players.

    And various mockeries centered on players.

    As she took in the world on the laptop screen, raschar's expression gradually hardened.

    She found herself biting her lips unknowingly.

    '... This is too much.'

    What sort of hatred do they harbor against players?

    How could they be so harsh to those who struggle for peace?

    She was filled with resentment that abruptly turned to self-sarcasm.

    'Perhaps it's nothing new...'

    Even in Bihar, there were many who mocked and ignored the Resistors maintaining the front lines.

    It felt no different whether it was Biharin, her hometown, or the unfamiliar Earth.

    Just as Hyunwoo had told her when she first crossed over to Earth.

    - Don't overdo it. People live the same here as they do there.

    It was a time when Hyunwoo, whom she'd met in passing at the guild, had briefly looked over her notebook and left her this advice, easing much of her impatience.

    Raschar looked away from the laptop screen and gazed at the ceiling with the bright fluorescent lights.

    Thinking of Hyunwoo made things more complicated in her mind.

    'What do I want to do with him?'

    She didn't dislike him as he approached with outright affection.

    In fact, saying she was pleased would be more accurate.

    To Raschar, Hyunwoo was someone special.

    But envisioning a future with Hyunwoo wasn't easy.

    Every day, as time passed, she had to confront her situation anew.

    'When the war ends and the guild disappears, I'll lose my job.'

    Even if she found another job, it would take time.

    She would inevitably fall behind when competing with people who had grown up in this world their whole lives.

    Relying on someone's help is just temporary.

    Without independence, she would ultimately crumble.

    Raschar knew that, as did every Biharin.

    The difficulty of that independence was something even a passing dog knew.

    'For now, our roles are acknowledged only reluctantly during wartime.'

    The situation of non-combatant Biharin was not good.

    Raschar, using most of her salary to support them, knew the reality of the situation better than anyone.

    There was more anxiety and fear than hope for the future.

    Raschar was already overwhelmed with worry for her immediate future.

    Yet, was it right to not refuse Hyunwoo as he approached with affectionate interest?

    Her emotional instability made it impossible to judge clearly.

    In the end, she let out a deep sigh, almost as a habit.

    Bzzzz-!

    The smartphone on one corner of her desk vibrated.

    Startled, she checked the device, seeing Hyunwoo's name on the display.

    The hesitation was brief.

    "Hello...?"

    『What are you doing, are you busy?』

    Hyunwoo's voice on the other side of the smartphone was comforting.

    All the worries she had been cycling through just now flew away in an instant.

    Raschar replied, feeling relief but also helplessness.

    "Just..."

    Would saying she was resting seem too idle?

    But she wasn't really training, so she couldn't lie.

    "I was resting..."

    After deliberating, raschar decided to tell the truth.

    Hyunwoo's laughter reached her ears.

    『Then would you like to come out for a bit? I'm in front of your place.』

    In that moment, she felt an enormous presence nearby.

    Though it soon faded, it felt as if he was truly there.

    Raschar gulped and gathered herself to stand up.

    "Ah, okay... I'll be right out."

    『Take your time.』

    His voice, mixed with laughter, faded as the call ended.

    Raschar closed her laptop and moved toward the door.

    When she opened the door, she heard the chatter from the living room.

    Guild-affiliated female players she lived with were watching a drama in the living room.

    When Raschar emerged from her room, their attention focused on her.

    It was almost 10 PM.

    As she headed to the entrance, her roommates initiated the conversation.

    "Shar? Where are you going?"

    "Is it urgent? Do you want us to come with you?"

    Normally, raschar got along with them without any awkwardness.

    "Ah, just...just outside for a bit... I'm not going far, just stepping out for some air."

    But today, she stammered, unsure how to explain her sudden outing.

    "Okay, be careful."

    "If anything happens, contact us right away. There are more people picking fights these days, so we might be better off together."

    "Oh, okay!"

    With a hurried reply, raschar left the dorm.

    After descending to the first floor and glancing around the area, she quickly spotted Hyunwoo calmly sitting on the rim of a nearby flower bed.

    At the sight of Raschar, he immediately removed the hat he was wearing.

    Thanks to this, raschar noticed the long scar on Hyunwoo's cheek.

    "What...?"

    Though it didn't seem deep enough to be called a serious wound, it was definitely a cut.

    "Are you hurt? Why didn't you heal it with potions...!"

    As Raschar hurriedly went to his side, Hyunwoo's lips curled up.

    "I lost a bet. I'm banned from healing until tomorrow."

    "A bet?"

    With confusion, raschar asked again, and Hyunwoo reached out to pull her by the arm.

    "We had a bet on who could perform better—me dodging or Madam Shamel trying to hit. I lost."

    Before she knew it, raschar was drawn to sit on Hyunwoo's lap.

    "She seemed delighted that I lost."

    Raschar blinked, trying to comprehend the situation.

    "Ah, today's the count's turn..."

    She instinctively muttered a typical response, right when Hyunwoo wrapped his arms softly around her waist.

    He even leaned his face on her shoulder with a thud.

    If she wanted to push him away, she could have.

    But she didn't want to, honestly, and so she stayed still.

    The warmth on her back seemed to erase all her surrounding worries.

    She couldn't help but feel tense with the intimate contact.

    "That Madam really has a nasty personality once you get to know her. She's like a pervert, enjoying pushing around those weaker than her."

    Unlike Raschar, who was stiffened with surprise, Hyunwoo continued in a casual tone.

    "Not that I'm blaming you for introducing her. I acknowledge her skills. Among the Biharin knights I've seen, there wasn't anyone who wielded a spear as well as her."

    Thanks to her, he had reinforced his spear technique from the basics, he said.

    "It's just that her bad nature clashes with me."

    "Did you come all the way here just to say that...?"

    Managing to force her tongue to move, raschar asked, and Hyunwoo playfully added.

    "Not really, I just wanted to see you."

    Feeling her face heat up, raschar lowered her head.

    "I also have some news to share."

    "News?"

    "About Biharin, your hometown."

    "What about it?"

    "... It's gone now."

    Raschar was speechless at the completely unexpected news.

    The silence left by her surprise was filled by Hyunwoo, who had brought the unexpected news.

    "After the war ends..."

    Startled, raschar didn't notice Hyunwoo, who had his eyes closed, nonchalantly speaking.

    "Personally, I recommend gathering the Biharin after the war."

    "... Huh?"

    "For now, since supporting refugees is difficult, you're spread out, but when the war ends, it might be better to unite the Biharin. There are issues with discrimination and hate crimes... If you shift the focus externally, there might be more cohesion internally toward establishing an independent nation."

    "Saying to establish a nation, what do you mean...?"

    The clarity of mind that had been hazy after learning of Biharin's destruction snapped awake.

    "The Biharin deserve to demand land to settle on after all their struggles, don't they?"

    The powerful figures dispersed across nations and even the lords of the Atar Empire stationed in Europe had suffered significant losses, shedding a considerable amount of blood.

    "Many countries' governments have collapsed, so negotiations shouldn't be too difficult. The Association will mediate. Gradually establishing a base and infrastructure... If the Biharin form a unit, it'll be easier to adapt as you can share your cultural traditions."

    "..."

    "Moreover, by uniting, you'll monopolize Elemental Magic users. If you involve yourselves in solving environmental pollution issues, no country could easily ignore you. It was a significant problem worldwide before the war, after all."

    The void and sadness she felt a moment ago had significantly dissipated.

    In fact, even the sense of that presence seemed to have faded.

    The words Hyunwoo spoke were so impactful.

    'Building a country, and living among other Biharin...'

    To Raschar, who had felt her future was bleak, it was like a ray of light.

    Perhaps because the light was so dazzling, she was almost dazed.

    But while she remained silent, Hyunwoo misunderstood the silence and added unexpectedly.

    "It's a bit shameless to say this after destroying your home, but that was the best I could do. If I was to return to that moment, I would make the same choice."

    He expressed that he had no intention of apologizing, as it was an action carried out with certainty.

    Hyunwoo, who had spoken with some assertiveness, swallowed dryly.

    "... Are you very angry?"

    "..."

    "Say something."

    Hearing the slightly stiff tone in his voice, raschar found herself more at a loss for words.

    'What is he talking about?'

    Could he possibly think she's angry at him, is that it?

    Raschar was taken aback by the startling revelation.

    'How can one think like that?'

    He was a benefactor who saved over a billion Biharin.

    Through Gileenios, raschar had heard about the events between the two dimensions and had some understanding.

    She knew well that Hyunwoo had clashed with Earth's god to bring billions of Biharin to Earth.

    How could he think she would be angry?

    Especially today, when Hyunwoo had even presented a future she hadn't dared to imagine.

    It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say he had given her the strength to move forward.

    Angry at such a person?

    "I'm not such a shameless person!"

    Raschar was so shocked that she shouted in a burst of emotion.

    At the same time, she stood up abruptly and turned around, meeting Hyunwoo's slightly surprised gaze.

    Damned System.
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    "There's no way I could be angry!"

    I had been looking blankly at Rashar, who suddenly raised her voice.

    "How shameless do you think I am to assume that I would be angry over this?"

    Somehow, things were unfolding differently than I had imagined.

    "I owe you a debt that I could never repay in a lifetime, so what kind of chunk of land would make me angry with you?"

    Rashar's voice rose as she clenched both hands tightly.

    "Although it's slightly bewildering, it doesn't mean I resent you! Instead, I should be shouting thanks with all my might, but this is just......!"

    She seemed so furious that her breathing became so rough that I could distinctly hear it.

    I had been quietly listening to Rashar for a while before I finally spoke up.

    "You're not angry?"

    Did she perceive it as me testing her?

    With eyes wide open, lashara glared at me and shouted even louder.

    "I told you I'm not!"

    "But you're clearly angry now."

    "This, this is......!"

    Just as Rashar was about to shout once more, she quickly adjusted her tone.

    Ahem, she cleared her throat and lowered her voice considerably.

    "That was just because you said something absurd, and I got momentarily agitated."

    "It wasn't just increased; it seemed like you were boiling with rage."

    "...... Boiling?"

    Rashar seemed puzzled by the phrase.

    "It's something like that."

    Instead of explaining in detail, I reached out and pulled her back onto my lap.

    "You're not truly angry."

    Only then did my worries seem to melt away.

    I had been a bit uneasy about confessing to having disrupted the world she lived in.

    Logically, it was a dimension bound to disappear, and I just used it more efficiently.

    But emotionally, I thought Rashar could have been angry.

    That's why after much deliberation, I finally confessed.

    I had also thought about a way to resolve it just in case our relationship turned awkward like before.

    I reckoned that if I could help with the situation of the Biharin, she might forgive me a bit.

    But it turned out to be unnecessary.

    "So, you're not angry."

    I let the corners of my mouth naturally lift as I wrapped my arms around Rashar's waist again.

    "Good."

    There were times when even I wanted to rest and share warmth in this way.

    But I hadn't realized how satisfying it would be.

    The feeling of openly sharing warm body heat provided more reassurance than I expected.

    It suddenly dawned on me; perhaps I was relying on Rashar psychologically, just a little.

    Though she was still breathing a bit heavily, lashara didn't push me away.

    I found comfort in that fact. It meant that my relationship with Rashar had developed that much.

    I thought I'd seize the opportunity and try to take it a step further.

    Someone was coming out from Rashar's side of the accommodations.

    "The nation ...... That way, we might also be able to secure a foundation for ourselves...... My goodness, how did you ever come up with this idea......."

    Though the presence was obvious, lashara seemed too engrossed in her own thoughts to notice.

    'Leave quietly.'

    I didn't want my solo time with Rashar to be disturbed.

    So I shot a sharp look in the direction of the presence.

    However, instead of retreating quietly after seeing us, the other party reacted intensely.

    The moment she and I locked eyes, she covered her mouth with both hands, shocked.

    "Gu, guildmaster......!"

    Even Rashar, who had been deep in thought, snapped back to attention and gaped.

    I chuckled as I held her down when she tried to stand up suddenly.

    "Why are you so surprised?"

    It made sense for her to be shocked since she didn't know about our relationship.

    But I wondered why Rashar looked so flustered.

    "But it was discovered......! If this gets out to everyone......."

    "What are you talking about?"

    I glanced at the player as I firmly held Rashar's waist.

    I hoped she'd leave once she grasped the situation.

    Seemingly understanding my glare, the flustered player backed away hastily, saying,

    "I'm, I'm sorry. I raised my voice because I was worried! Anyway, have a good time!"

    She bowed deeply, almost at a right angle, then scrambled back inside her accommodations.

    'She should have left earlier.'

    Why did she have to acknowledge anything? Happy that the interrupter left, I interlocked hands with Rashar.

    But Rashar kept looking around and tried to release my hand.

    "It's best to return now."

    Her reaction was very different from just moments ago, and my eyebrow twitched.

    "If word about seeing us like this gets out......"

    "What's wrong with that?"

    I didn't plan to publicly discuss my personal life.

    But that didn't mean I intended to deny or hide my relationship with Rashar.

    "Are you embarrassed to be with me?"

    "That, that's a ridiculous question!"

    But when I asked why she thought of hiding it, lashara was speechless.

    I intended to solidify our relationship during the pause.

    "Oh, no."

    I felt something flowing from my nose and quickly tilted my upper body to the side.

    Splat.

    Seeing the dripping blood, lashara froze, like a statue.

    Meanwhile, I calmly handled the situation without indication of surprise.

    I had experienced it a few times over the past few days, so there was no reason to be alarmed.

    "Thought it would stop bleeding at night since it happened once this morning."

    The timing was unfavorable.

    To make matters worse, the amount of blood was steadily increasing.

    It wasn't an exaggeration to say it was pouring out.

    Fortunately, the bleeding didn't last long.

    But by then, more than a bucketful of blood had been lost.

    "Blood, blood is......!"

    Rashar's voice quivered violently.

    She even extended her hand to directly wipe away the blood.

    'She must be quite shocked.'

    I stopped her hand from getting stained with blood and replied lightly.

    "It's nothing......"

    "You think this isn't serious when so much blood is coming out?"

    I sensed that if I said the wrong thing, it would lead to something serious.

    Realizing this quickly, I opened my mouth hastily.

    "Correction, it is something, but it's absolutely not serious."

    Rashar, who had been about to rise and snap at me, seemed to pause slightly.

    I seized the moment to quickly continue.

    "I know the cause, and I have a solution. We're currently preparing for it."

    The sigh that Rashar let out was unmistakably one of relief.

    Based on prior experience, it wasn't hard to figure out what might have angered Rashar.

    I spoke further to address that concern.

    "I wasn't trying to downplay the situation; I genuinely didn't think it was serious from my perspective."

    "...... Then, you can explain it thoroughly, right."

    Having calmed down a bit, lashara asked.

    "What on earth could a player's body do to......."

    Yet, her voice still trembled slightly, visibly revealing her agitation.

    I noticed her gaze lingering on the blood-soaked floor and began separating the water attribute from my mana.

    Once the blood was cleaned away, the floor and my face—wiped reflexively—were spotless.

    I locked fingers with Rashar again, with clean hands, and spoke.

    "If you think of it as the body being unable to withstand, it's easy to understand."

    "What......?"

    "I told you I witnessed the end of Karlos."

    I revealed that I was gradually absorbing his status.

    Though I already possessed considerable status, and adding Karlos's was too much for a human body to endure.

    After detecting the anomaly, I and the Damned System immediately searched for a solution.

    Currently, the Damned System was preparing to implement that solution.

    "So there's nothing to worry too much about."

    "......."

    "You just trust me as always."

    Because, as always, I would solve the problem and repay that trust.

    * * *

    Yesterday's date ended up inconclusive.

    Not only was I unable to advance things out of self-interest, but I also had to listen to Rashar's nagging.

    She explained there was a distinction between trusting me and being worried.

    She laid it out point by point, and I wasn't tactless enough to make any moves then.

    'Of all times, to have a nosebleed.'

    I clicked my tongue silently and crossed causality.

    Having just received the awaited call from the system.

    'I'm getting pretty familiar with things here.'

    It was an utterly unfamiliar experience at first, but after going through it a few times, I got used to it.

    Most decisively.

    Having learned my way around, I proceeded without hesitation to find the system.

    Upon reaching my destination, I laid my hand atop the white dome without a word.

    As I spread my divinity over it, the white wall unraveled, revealing an entrance.

    Thanks to the adjustment by the Damned System, this became possible.

    The System had added some programs, allowing me to come and go while it managed things inside.

    Thus, I entered the dome without any hindrance.

    Approaching the core, I saw a white mass protruding from the white floor.

    Without anyone having to tell me, I knew that was the Damned System.

    "Anything special?"

    I asked as I approached, and the system replied a half-beat late.

    - I have been meticulously observing, but no new hole has emerged.

    And there were also no extreme reactions of causality detected.

    In its explanation, I pointed out the uncomfortable truth.

    "Don't we already know we can't trust causality's responses? Look how many dolls got in."

    - The search concluded that those were judged to have entered through holes.

    When entities with status enter from outside dimensions, causality reacts sensitively.

    It instantly moves to exclude them from the material world.

    Thanks to this, the System, observing from outside, could immediately notice.

    - Status that crosses from dimension to dimension seems to be quietly censored by causality internally. It's hard for me, on the outside, to notice right away.

    "So if a hole opens up, there's no way to selectively block anything that comes through?"

    - Yes, that is correct.

    The System, with the defensive walls it had installed across Earth, could only delay the opening of the holes.

    Selecting and blocking what crosses from open holes was impossible.

    'Karklein's authority indeed facilitates dimensional invasions in various ways.'

    Not thrilled by the news, I clicked my tongue instinctively.

    I couldn't afford to dwell on this problem, though.

    Initially, my purpose here was to resolve another issue.

    "Then there's no choice but to wait. Proceed with what I asked for. You did say the preparations were finished, right?"

    - Yes, the programming is complete, but ...... Are you sure you want to proceed?

    The system's sphere moved slightly, as if looking up at me.

    - I terminated the player's evolution at the Platinum rank because it seemed the best course of action.

    Yet it asked if I really intended to undergo further evolution.

    The concern-laden tone prompted my firm reply.

    "Bring forward another best option if you have any."

    I was about to evolve the player's body to a higher level now.

    This process was necessary to fully absorb Karlos's status.

    'Because I cannot give up my human form.'

    Managing authority within the material world without constraints was a tremendous advantage.

    'Yet, currently, my body is unable to withstand the increasingly immense status.'

    In that case, the solution was to enhance the body to endure it.

    Because of the Damned System maintaining the game's rules, surpassing the human limits to fortify one's body was not impossible.

    Thus, I instructed it to create a new rank for promotion.

    The notice of its readiness had come today.

    All that remained was the execution, yet the system expressed further concern.

    - It will be incredibly painful. To the point of being unbearable.

    When building this game, the system had run multiple simulations.

    Over half resulted in player fatalities from shock due to intense pain during ascension beyond the Platinum rank.

    The System had excluded ranks beyond the Platinum for this reason in the actual game.

    However, I couldn't just surrender without attempting the challenge first.

    Damned System
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    "You intend to do it even if you have to endure that."

    There was no other solution, and continuing to block my way was no different than interference.

    Once I pointed this fact out, the Damned System hesitated, but eventually displayed a system window in front of me.

    「Do you wish to proceed with your fifth awakening? (Y/N)」

    I took a moment to catch my breath before pressing the button.

    Whenever my rank increased, the pain intensified.

    Being promoted from Silver rank was more painful than from Bronze rank, and reaching Platinum rank was even worse.

    Even the System hadn't shrugged off the severity.

    This time, it would be excruciating enough to be almost unbearable.

    'Just think of it as the last, the very last.'

    Yet, here lay the ultimate and best choice for me.

    Clenching my teeth, I pressed the button.

    'Yes.'

    And then I regretted it. If I could return to the moment before pressing the button, I'd eagerly shout to do so.

    "Uhhh..."

    The fifth awakening lasted over 30 hours.

    It even had aftereffects. To put it mildly, it felt as though my soul had been worn out.

    I felt an odd sensation, as if my lifespan had significantly decreased.

    Even hours after the awakening had concluded, I had yet to recover my usual condition.

    During the process, I wanted to give up thousands of times.

    Thankfully, once the promotion had begun, it couldn't be reversed.

    If there had been an option to undo it, the thought alone was terrifying.

    'I'd have had to endure that twice.'

    The mere thought made me shiver unwillingly. It was truly an ordeal I couldn't repeat.

    "...... Are you not feeling well?"

    Just then, the person in the driver's seat spoke carefully.

    It was Squad Leader Yang Jochul, whom I was meeting after a long time.

    From his standpoint, asking such a question made sense.

    I had been groaning and even shivering next to him, so it was natural for him to be concerned.

    "Not particularly......."

    I was about to dismiss it lightly, just as usual, but paused.

    Rashar had lectured me that concern and trust were separate issues.

    Skipping precise information might lead to misunderstandings from Squad Leader Yang Jochul.

    So, I conveyed my condition as accurately and honestly as possible.

    "My condition isn't the same as usual."

    A bit surprised, Squad Leader Yang Jochul stiffened momentarily, then swallowed dryly.

    "Could you tell me exactly where you're uncomfortable? If necessary, I can call a doctor...."

    I waved off his suggestion.

    "No, it's not the type that requires a doctor...."

    I rotated my neck slightly due to the stiffness in my trapezius and back muscles.

    My body felt distinctly uncooperative.

    But given some time, it was a problem waiting to resolve itself.

    It was definitely better than right after the awakening.

    I made sure to mention this to Squad Leader Yang Jochul as well.

    "It's more of an adjustment phase."

    "Adjustment phase, you say...?"

    "My body has been rebuilt. It'll get better over time."

    As I finished the brief explanation, the vehicle we were riding in reached its destination.

    "Kang Hyunwoo."

    "It's been a while, congressman."

    Waiting for us there was Congressman Jang Youngkang.

    Initially entering politics after a military career, he was the one who had taken my suggestion in the past to spearhead the creation of bunkers nationwide.

    Following his effort, the military received budgets from the government and additional support from the association to construct various shelters everywhere.

    Today, my destination was one of those shelters.

    'The most recently expanded bunker in downtown Seoul.'

    I had planned to inspect the place alongside Squad Leader Yang Jochul and Congressman Jang Youngkang.

    'Honestly, this isn't something I should get involved in.'

    The government was responsible for managing these facilities.

    However, Squad Leader Yang Jochul had personally requested my involvement.

    Amidst growing opposition to player involvement, every facility related to warfare needed visibility.

    Bunkers across the country, including Seoul, were being pressured by protestors demanding their removal.

    Yang Jochul brought me along officially to help counter this strain.

    Even protestors against players wouldn't recklessly confront me, given my continued support and visibility from Angramoti's hunting video and my favorable public image.

    At the slightest glance of ridicule against me, many supporters immediately jumped to my defense online.

    This was evident because I hadn't lost a single follower. On the contrary, they continued to grow steadily.

    'In essence, they used me as a shield.'

    I couldn't refuse Squad Leader Yang's earnest request, especially when considering the essential need for shelters like these in emergencies.

    I diligently followed through with the planned inspection.

    The location was an underground parking lot in the prime district of Gangnam, capable of accommodating up to 3,000 people.

    In an emergency, the newly installed steel doors could seal off the interior, and ventilation systems were primed to supply oxygen.

    Additionally, all necessary resources for various crises were well-prepared.

    Fire extinguishers and sand for fire prevention.

    Medical supplies and an automated external defibrillator for emergency responses.

    Essential water supplies and emergency food rations for potential isolation scenarios.

    Furthermore, blankets and winter gear for warmth were meticulously stocked.

    Over a hundred such shelters had been established within Seoul alone.

    This indicated a considerable space for civilians to evacuate should Holes burst through the city center.

    'It's impossible to accommodate Seoul's entire population.'

    Yet, as a preventive measure against the worst-case Scenario, its efficacy was remarkable.

    I joined Squad Leader Yang Jochul and Congressman Jang Youngkang in thoroughly inspecting the facility.

    A quick interview with accompanying reporters was also necessary during the visit.

    "Demolishing these structures just because they seem unnecessary now would be a poor choice,"

    I asserted.

    These places could become lifelines for many citizens in times of crisis.

    Some disagreeing opinions came from amidst the journalists.

    "Nevertheless, there are many citizens against using taxes to maintain such facilities," one said.

    'Is maintaining it worth the expense,' they implied.

    I responded with a smirk as I turned to the journalist who brought this up.

    'If the Captain invited journalists with opposing viewpoints, he must want me to quash their arguments...'

    With a knack for this, fulfilling such an unspoken request was easy for me.

    "Do you personally agree with that sentiment?"

    The precise questioning made the journalist flinch slightly.

    However, the investigator quickly regained composure, stood firm, and spoke earnestly, "Yes, I, too, share this sentiment. Didn't Kang Hyunwoo once state that if all the Holes were closed, the Earth would be safe?"

    The refusal to acknowledge the association's ongoing warnings of new Holes screamed willful ignorance, not genuine disbelief in danger, but a hopeful denial of it.

    Because having to restart the war would be dreadful.

    But life's realities aren't as accommodating as our desires. Their attitude was lamentable.

    I sighed openly and declared, "Being honest with me, there is no worth in listening to people like you."

    The journalist gritted teeth in frustration, visibly affronted.

    But I wasn't about to waver. I had more to say.

    "If we identify those who share your opinion and dismantle exactly that proportion of shelters, barring them from future refuge, how many people would sign a declaration?"

    How many would be brave enough to submit their names, knowing they'd face certain disadvantages later?

    "I've no patience for the spineless demands thinly veiled under freedom, made in anonymity. That's why Palrao Guild intends to keep its underground parking-lot-based private bunker operational despite it all."

    The association already mandates guilds and clans to create and manage private refuges as part of their operational permits.

    Many lives were saved in the past war thanks to these facilities.

    Even Palrao Guild's private bunker had been utilized three separate times.

    Holes in urban areas were a frequent occurrence, after all.

    And this large-scale refuge effort started from the massive cave I discovered in Bihar's north.

    'Having a designated refuge makes all the difference.'

    Thus, I had no intent of discarding these bastions.

    "For those truly in favor of dismantling these shelters, abandon anonymity, publicly disclose your identity and submit your petition."

    If they officially promised not to use the facilities in the event of future crises.

    "We might compromise by dismantling some shelters in their living orbit."

    After finishing, I turned back to the journalist who had brought up the issue.

    "You agreed to the dismantling, yes?"

    Their expression was now more set and solid.

    "Your name, residence, workplace, and general living radius, please?"

    I waited a substantial time, yet there was no response.

    "This is why I don't heed your commentary. You bask in the liberty of words but shirk the responsibilities they entail."

    The inspection being complete, I moved past the frozen journalist and remarked frostily, "If you wish to suffer, do it alone. Don't drag others into a pit you're digging."

    Upon surfacing from the depths, Squad Leader Yang Jochul whispered in gratitude, "Thank you."

    Now, journalists supportive of this side would flood the media with articles.

    Facilitating public discourse that opposed the protestors.

    Squad Leader Yang Jochul was setting me at the forefront.

    And though it might've felt like being used, I didn't mind. I'd benefited plenty too.

    "We're all here to help one another."

    I played it off casually, earning a fatigued albeit amused smile from Squad Leader Yang Jochul.

    "Are you headed to the training ground right away?"

    When he offered to take me if that was my plan, I shook my head.

    "I'm not feeling quite right today. I think I'll just head home."

    "I'll give you a lift."

    I had relied on him for a ride here, as driving was out of the question for me then.

    So, I had no choice but to ask for a lift back.

    During the brief transit, "Do you remember that place?" he inquired.

    Following his gaze to the window, I spotted a familiar café.

    "Oh."

    It was the café where I first encountered Yang Jochul.

    More precisely, where I had observed Squad Leader Yang Jochul alone.

    Realizing how much time had passed, nostalgia hit.

    'That was nearly when this game began.'

    Now I was watching its end approach.

    Remarkably, I wasn't the only one feeling sentimental.

    "Time truly flies."

    "Yes."

    Recollecting the café we passed, I chuckled.

    "You thanked me earlier, but I too am grateful to you, commander."

    "Pardon?"

    "I am aware of the assistance you've been providing behind the scenes."

    "...... I regret not having been of more assistance."

    "Helping on the battlefield isn't the only aid there is."

    I spoke sincerely, for when the game began, Squad Leader Yang Jochul had been an exceptional partner.

    Tempered many issues with governmental dealings.

    They drew boundaries between me and ruling authorities to ensure minimal interference.

    Preventing substantial clashes with so-called influential individuals was thanks to him.

    'It must have been strenuous, given his position as Captain.'

    My genuine gratitude stemmed from him effectively shielding me from political power struggles.

    Perhaps one day he might venture into politics himself.

    "Might you venture into politics after all this?"

    Offering to cast a vote of support, Squad Leader Yang Jochul smiled wryly.

    "I've no interest. This time truly repulsed me."

    Reports had already circulated that some Congress members were inciting protestors.

    Today's incident likely originated from such pressures.

    Realizing Squad Leader Yang Jochul's effort, I reflected back, "It'd be amusing if a Hole suddenly manifested over the National Assembly."
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    When such things actually happened, I had no intention of just standing by and watching.

    But a part of me wished those who caused all these headaches would get a taste of their own medicine, even if it were just once.

    It seemed Squad Leader Yang Jochul felt the same way.

    "Ha ha ha, I totally agree. I kind of want to pay them back in kind at least once."

    Yang Jochul laughed heartily, then let out a self-deprecating mutter with a drawn face.

    "If something like that really happened, I would end up working overtime."

    He seemed like a public servant worn out by reality. I clicked my tongue lightly and asked.

    "Let's say you have no interest in politics, do you not have any intention to rise up the ranks? You could leave the actual work to the staff below."

    "The director wants me to take over, but I still don't want to leave the field."

    In his early to mid-40s, he was still at an age to be active.

    But with the national intelligence director backing him, an early career rise wasn't impossible.

    Especially in times of war like now, even more so.

    If he had any intention, I could speak up in support, but it didn't seem necessary.

    'If he has no intention, what can I say about it?'

    Of course, I did feel a slight sense of debt, keeping my mouth shut completely.

    So I tried to subtly gauge Squad Leader Yang Jochul's intentions.

    "From what you're saying, it doesn't seem like you're planning to resign... Even after all those hardships, do you still cherish your homeland?"

    I recalled the firm voice speaking of the safety of the nation and its people when I first met Squad Leader Yang Jochul.

    Asked with that recollection, Yang Jochul just smiled softly.

    It was an unspoken affirmation.

    He must have seen all kinds of disgraceful behavior, especially in the political and business worlds, that I was unaware of.

    Yet still, he cared.

    'Someone like him should be handling state affairs.'

    It seemed there really was such a thing as a calling or destiny.

    I smiled to myself and said, "Then later, tell the higher-ups to give the Biharin some support."

    If they claimed they wouldn't do it for lack of money, it would be better to drag them by the collar if necessary.

    "If it's a help to Korea, it's not going to do any harm."

    Preparations for the establishment of a new state to help the Biharin settle in had already begun.

    Key figures, including Rashar and those from the Palao temple, had shown positive reactions.

    We were also gathering opinions from influential Biharin in various countries.

    Verbal contracts between the association and the Biharin had already been completed under the radar.

    Once the war ended, negotiations would begin in earnest.

    In preparation for that time, the Biharin would have to endeavor diligently in the remaining battles.

    Only then would future negotiations be advantageous.

    "With a new world map to be drawn, I'm telling you to lend a hand."

    "It seems a new nation is going to be born."

    I answered with a smile this time.

    And then I briefly pointed out the advantages Korea could gain in the future.

    "Indeed... If that's really possible, the influence of Elemental Mages can't be ignored."

    Squad Leader Yang Jochul seemed to be lost in thought, understanding the situation.

    And after the car stopped and started twice at the signal, he spoke.

    "Won't they become a threat in the future?"

    I quickly understood what Squad Leader Yang Jochul was worried about.

    He was worried the country the Biharin formed could cause worldwide turmoil in the future.

    'Put bluntly, he's asking if their mana won't become a threat to us.'

    There was concern about whether it was okay to let powerful beings gather together.

    It's not an unreasonable thought.

    If mages or powerful people scattered across the land joined into one affiliation, their presence couldn't be ignored.

    Didn't the supremacy of mages often run rampant in Bihar?

    If you're an ordinary person with no power to oppose them, you'd be even more worried.

    Yang Jochul seemed opposed to the Biharin gaining too much power on Earth.

    "Supporting the establishment of the country now wouldn't be a problem."

    However, one couldn't overlook long-term diplomatic relations.

    "Rather than letting them gather, it might be better for them to live scattered as minorities in various countries."

    There's logic to that. Certainly, some would try to obstruct the nation's establishment by touching on such matters.

    But those are concerns only of the uninformed.

    I clearly explained to Squad Leader Yang Jochul about the issue he was worried about.

    "Even if the Biharin pass on through generations, no one will be born with mana."

    "What?"

    Originally, on Earth, no life forms are born with an abnormal amount of mana.

    That's a characteristic of a dimension called Earth.

    Causality governing this dimension has decided it will be that way.

    Therefore, children born to the Biharin who settle on Earth will also follow the same rules.

    Causality will not allow exceptions to those rules.

    'I've already confirmed it with Damned System.'

    Unlike beings coming from outside, those born and raised on Earth will fall under this dimension's causality.

    So even after one or two generations, the power of mana that the Biharin possess would fade away.

    'If they want to maintain national power then, the Biharin will have to work rigorously.'

    They need to secure other techniques apart from mana and strive to belong to Earth.

    If they plan to trample others with their power, they won't fare well.

    If such issues arise, I'm not going to compromise or forgive them.

    "Player powers will be maintained for about a generation, so Biharin should suffice in watching them."

    Squad Leader Yang Jochul looked like he wanted to ask how I knew all this.

    But he ultimately didn't ask, and I didn't bother to explain.

    Just as our discussion on the Biharin concluded, a signal came from the System.

    《System Message》

    Kang Hyunwoo, a Hole has begun to form.

    It was unwelcome news arriving sooner than expected.

    Despite being annoying enough to make me sigh, I wasn't greatly swayed as I had known it would happen.

    'Good thing I sped up the 5th Promotion Test.'

    I caught my breath briefly and asked.

    "Expected time?"

    Though muttering suddenly to myself might've seemed odd, Squad Leader Yang Jochul simply watched without remark.

    Thanks to that, I wasn't hindered in my conversation with the Damned System.

    《System Message》

    The exact time cannot be measured, but it is expected to be between 2 and 7 days.

    It meant the war could resume as early as tomorrow or the day after.

    "Then, we'll just have to wait."

    I swallowed a sigh and seriously pondered.

    What would I regret the most if I was to Die in the next battle?

    The conclusion was simpler than I thought.

    Just then, the vehicle stopped.

    Before getting out, I turned to Squad Leader Yang Jochul and said.

    "Spend today with your family, at least."

    "Oh..."

    That should have been warning enough that the war would soon resume.

    "Thank you for the ride."

    Leaving Squad Leader Yang Jochul, who was slightly frozen, I headed home.

    To spend the remaining short moment of peace with those dear to me.

    * * *

    From the moment I opened my eyes in the morning, the day was a complete mess.

    Dark clouds heavily covered the sky, and it was dreary.

    Just when I left home to meet friends for the weekend, it started to rain.

    The small umbrella I tucked into my bag was broken and wouldn't open properly.

    In a rush to avoid the rain, I bumped into a stranger, and the impact caused my wireless earphones to fall out.

    Plunk, plunk, roll.

    The earphones bounced off the sidewalk and rolled far away, disappearing into a storm drain.

    "Ah!"

    Everything was a mess, indeed.

    'I should've just said I couldn't go.'

    Had I caused this mess by not refusing my friends' suggestion to hang out since the war had ended?

    'Should I just go back...'

    Regretting going out all day due to some streaks of bad luck, I considered turning back.

    But the idea of contacting them on the day itself to cancel wasn't appealing either.

    Ultimately, the woman took out her smartphone.

    To send a message to her friends.

    Saying she'd be late because of the rain.

    It was a short message, not too long.

    But before she could finish typing it, the surroundings became chaotic.

    "What, what is that..."

    "Why is it...?"

    "No! It can't be!"

    "Damn it, it's opening again...!"

    Suddenly more people stopped and looked up at the sky, murmuring to themselves.

    The woman, too, followed them and looked up at the sky.

    "Gasp!"

    She discovered that the number in the sky, which had stubbornly remained at zero for weeks, had changed.

    With trembling eyes, she murmured as she fixed her gaze on the sky.

    "No... it can't be..."

    Wasn't the war supposed to be over?

    People across the street celebrated the end of the war just weeks ago.

    They said humanity was free from the threat of the alien species' invasion, and now it was just a matter of dealing with the annoying players.

    That's what everyone said in communities all around.

    So, there was no way a Hole could open again.

    'No.'

    She had indeed watched Player Association President Lily Evans' last press conference.

    She just didn't want to believe it.

    Hoping the Hole wouldn't open again.

    Selecting only what she wanted to hear and listening to those who would provide reassuring news, ignoring unwelcomed rumors.

    She desperately wanted to live peacefully again.

    The mere thought of being helpless, wishing only for players to save her, felt too pitiful.

    Hoping to return to how things were.

    Putting up every excuse and reason not to listen to what needed hearing, avoiding rather than accepting fear.

    But just because she ignored it didn't mean the reality she faced would go away.

    Even as she stood solidified, the numbers dominating the sky steadily increased.

    4, 9, 11, and then 13.

    As soon as the numbers in the sky stopped at 13, seoul's skies were painted black.

    An enlarged version of the acute Hole she had seen by chance in the past.

    "No, no!"

    "Why here, of all places?!"

    "R-run!"

    The moment people realized, they reacted in various states of panic.

    Beep Beep Beep!

    The city sirens, installed since the alien invasion began, started blaring noisily.

    The smartphone the woman was holding also buzzed and beeped loudly.

    An emergency alert message had arrived.

    With trembling hands, she managed to check the message.

    It contained instructions to evacuate and a link to a website guiding the nearest shelters.

    It wasn't just her.

    Everyone around capable of making rational judgments, too, glanced at their smartphones, checking the location of shelters.

    And as soon as they confirmed the nearest shelter from their location...

    "Move!"

    "Don't block the way!"

    They all ran, pale-faced, with no exception.

    At that moment, a roar loud enough to cover the blaring sirens was heard.

    "Kiieeeek!"

    A monstrous cry that had frequently echoed worldwide over the last year or so.

    'A monster has already crossed over!'

    Given the urgent creation of the Hole, it made sense it erupted immediately.

    And at that moment, thud, thud!

    Monsters, falling like rain from the sky, blocked people's paths.

    "KYAAAH!"

    "Aaah!"

    Monsters that seemed to be crudely assembled from rocks.

    Despite having fallen from such a great height, they seemed entirely unaffected by the impact of their descent.

    "KUOOR!"

    Thus, they roared, standing on the overturned asphalt road, appearing ready to lift their massive hands.

    The woman thought, watching the massive hand larger than a motorcycle descend over her head.

    'I'm dead now.'

    Just then, paralyzed, unable to move, a massive fireball engulfed the monster.

    The fierce flames spread in all directions.

    The star above the monster's head numbered six.

    It was a strong entity that couldn't be affected by simple 2nd or 3rd-rank elemental magic.

    But just because magic didn't affect it didn't mean it could ignore the physical force resulting from magic.

    The impact from the exploding fireball caused the rock monster to lose balance and stumble.

    During the startling silence that followed, amidst chaotic noise, a strong voice mixed in.

    "Shatter the rock on those bastards first! Once that's removed, it'll be easier to hunt!"

    "Anyone got a hammer?!"

    "Tanker, go headbutt it or something!"

    "Are you insane?!"

    The players had arrived. Damned System.
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    The battle erupting in the heart of the city at midday quickly turned chaotic.

    The monsters crashing down left debris from shattered buildings scattered everywhere.

    Players gathered to hunt these creatures, filling the area with magic and mana.

    Behind the explosions and acrid smoke, the ruins of buildings and roads were visible.

    It only took three hours for an intact city to crumble.

    When the brief but intense battle, akin to a storm, was over.

    "What, what's this, it's over already?"

    Players expressed their bewilderment.

    Kim Youngwoo, the first to arrive and confront the rock monsters, felt the same way.

    She took a deep breath, steadying herself, and looked around.

    The asphalt and sidewalks were completely overturned.

    Vehicles were horribly crushed, and streetlights were bent at odd angles.

    Black and red blood flowed over them.

    "Ha, damn it..."

    It felt as though she had returned to that fateful day.

    The day when a Hole first opened on Earth, creating chaos.

    'The situation seems even worse than back then.'

    The size of the Hole was enormous, something she had never seen before, and its location was far from ideal.

    'Of all places, why in the sky...'

    At first, it seemed they were attempting entry with the help of wind-type players.

    But now, no player was attempting to approach it alone.

    "Did the association give up on entering?"

    "Looking at the situation, it seems that way."

    "Why on earth?"

    "Then what do we do now?"

    "If we can't enter, we'll have to wait until they come out."

    "Should we continue fighting here? If so, seoul might..."

    The already ruined city might be completely destroyed.

    The player who swallowed those words looked grim.

    The other players' expressions mirrored his.

    Thinking about what might emerge from that enormous Hole left them feeling desolate.

    Kim Youngwoo sighed deeply and wiped the blood off her sword.

    Meanwhile, the association's information was shared among the players.

    Those willing to help with civilian rescue could volunteer; the others were instructed to regroup with their affiliated guilds or clans to reorganize.

    Kim Youngwoo relayed this to the party members she had joined during the battle.

    "Who wants to handle the civilian rescue?"

    They all shrugged, casting glances at each other.

    Even after waiting a bit longer, there were no volunteers.

    Kim Youngwoo's expression darkened slightly.

    'Is it like this...?'

    Everyone was stressed from the weeks of oppression and hostile public opinion aimed at players.

    Of course, Kim Youngwoo felt the same, but she hadn't realized how deep the resentment ran.

    "Wouldn't it be better to leave them and join the guild? If we save them, they'll just scream at us for doing so."

    Some were openly hostile towards civilians, even mocking them cruelly.

    "Lee Ji-hwan, watch your mouth!"

    Kim Youngwoo shot him a fierce glare, but Lee Ji-hwan chuckled coldly in response.

    "Am I wrong?"

    Voices supported him from various corners.

    "Leader, honestly, we don't want to get involved with civilians either."

    "Right. Civilian rescue is just a recommendation, isn't it? I don't want to step up."

    "See? Let's just leave them. If they haven't evacuated by now, they might be injured, and maybe we could use them as bait for the monsters later..."

    Smack.

    Kim Youngwoo finally raised her hand to strike Lee Ji-hwan for crossing a line.

    "Would you say that if it was your family?"

    Despite the stern rebuke, Lee Ji-hwan maintained his sarcasm as he replied.

    "Ah, it's because those bastards smashed my family's heads with stones."

    Spitting blood from his mouth, anger boiled in Lee Ji-hwan's eyes.

    "I heard from witnesses that the perpetrator shouted that players and their families should all Die while assaulting... My younger sibling ended up in a coma, you know, a coma."

    The party members' expressions hardened at the news they hadn't known.

    Kim Youngwoo was no different. She closed her eyes tightly and dragged a dry hand over her face.

    Now that she thought about it, Lee Ji-hwan had been skipping training for hospital visits since last week. He only mentioned that a family member was sick, so they had excused him from training, considering his situation.

    'I didn't realize there was such a backstory...'

    However, regardless of the tragedy he faced, Lee Ji-hwan's attitude was wrong.

    It wasn't the civilians waiting for rescue somewhere in this chaos that attacked his family.

    Nevertheless, knowing his circumstances now, forcing him to rescue civilians would be too cruel.

    "You all join the guild; I'll participate in the rescue operation."

    The guild assembly points had already been shared in the group chat.

    Finding their way there shouldn't be difficult.

    The party members protested against Kim Youngwoo's declaration.

    "Leader! Why even for those people..."

    "Quiet! Go and join the gathering!"

    In truth, she also wanted to ignore the civilians.

    She remembered all the curses, insults, and cruel taunts they faced over time.

    However, she made a different choice from her party members because she believed it was necessary.

    'At the very least, after reaching this age, one should be able to differentiate between what they want to do and what they have to do.'

    Heading to the battlefield and fighting, even if unwanted.

    Saving those who have hurt you, even if unwanted.

    Thus, maintaining and protecting the world with her given power.

    She believed this was her responsibility and duty as a member of society.

    Her current party members, however, were engrossed in what they wanted to do, neglecting what needed to be done.

    Though they were cherished comrades who once saved each other's lives, at this moment, she couldn't hide her disappointment.

    So, she resolved to start searching and rescuing civilians alone.

    "Well, looks like the search hasn't started here yet?"

    A voice came from above.

    "If there's no volunteer, we'll do it, so everyone else move."

    The face familiar due to various media seemed expected as it descended to the ground.

    "Kim Yul..."

    "The Palao Guild."

    As soon as the murmurs identifying him faded, Kim Yul continued.

    "If no one is volunteering for the search, go ahead and move along. You don't have a joint point? You're with a guild, right?"

    Kim Yul's finger pointed at the emblem on their chests.

    Opposite them appeared others who seemed to be from the Palao Guild.

    While they were disputing verbally here, it seemed the others had already proceeded with the search.

    "A, we were just about to move."

    Kim Yul's urging prompted the party members to gather their equipment.

    Though Kim Youngwoo also began packing, she didn't leave with them.

    "I'll assist with the search."

    "Very well. You have a detection magic, yes?"

    There wasn't much left to discuss.

    Given the numerous urban battles they'd experienced, she was well-versed in how to rescue civilians from rubble.

    Kim Yul and other Palao Guild members skillfully proceeded with the search, and Kim Youngwoo dedicated herself to her role.

    As time passed, they discerned another player group gathered in the ongoing search area.

    "Only the road to the avenue remains; the rest has already been covered by our guild."

    "You're fast."

    "Our leader is rather strict about this."

    "Leader...?"

    "Hyunwoo, our Guildmaster."

    Kim Youngwoo recalled what she had overlooked.

    'Come to think of it, there were always noticeable articles about Palao Guild rescuing civilians.'

    After civilian rescue became a recommendation rather than a mandate, the number of discovered survivors understandably decreased.

    Some intentionally ignored or neglected civilians they found, while others cruelly waited for civilians to Die before entering.

    In contrast, the Palao Guild always organized rescue personnel for civilians.

    Consequently, the number of civilians rescued from battle scenes was significant.

    'And that was due to K's stern stance?'

    Though as the Guildmaster, he naturally held some influence.

    Remembering Hyunwoo's demeanor from the media, it was surprising.

    'Based on the way he spoke, it wouldn't have been strange for him to advocate eliminating all civilians who hindered battle...'

    Not one to hide disdain for foolish actions, he openly scorned them, so the surprise was natural.

    Contemplating deeper, it seemed plausible his actions aimed to minimize civilian casualties.

    Recent reports about the bunker inspection came to mind.

    'K insisted on maintaining the bunker.'

    As a player, he personally wouldn't need such a facility.

    It was only civilians who utilized it.

    'Yet he insisted...'

    Now evidence of his efforts to protect civilians on different fronts became apparent.

    Kim Youngwoo unconsciously bit her lip.

    Complex emotions surged, stirring unexpectedly.

    The demeanor of the party members earlier contrasted starkly with it.

    'K didn't let personal emotions swindle his sense of duty and responsibility, did he?'

    Although she always admired him, today her respect grew to revere him almost.

    While his choices enraptured individuals like her, not everyone warmed to them.

    'Ah, I really don't want to do this. After changing it to a recommendation, why not practice it?'

    All the while, Kim Yul grumbled inwardly during the search.

    Hyunwoo had indeed coordinated with the association to amend the civilian rescue guidelines.

    But thereafter, he consistently emphasized civilian rescue to guild members.

    He tracked who participated and how often, offering bonuses accordingly.

    He even provided guild-owned items or relics for free rental or transfer.

    Offering additional benefits to those engaged in civilian rescue.

    'Initially, I thought it was for guild image...'

    However, the explanation he heard when he couldn't squelch his curiosity sounded quite different.

    - Did you think I seriously said to stop?

    - If left unchecked, players would explode with dissatisfaction, and civilians would cluelessly wander into battlefields, so I had to take a hard line.

    The policy change came during a period where many players died due to civilians.

    A necessary time for revising the association's policy.

    - There weren't many options in that situation.

    Granting voluntary choice to ease the situation before players outright refused participation, and warding off reckless civilians in advance.

    Despite that, civilians still trespassed forbidden areas occasionally.

    - I also dislike those empty-headed idiots' actions.

    - I feel like just flipping everything and killing them out of frustration, but that's what kids who can't control emotions do.

    - In anything less urgent than a dire survival situation, they should be rescued.

    Civilian lives on the battlefield weren't a top priority.

    But Hyunwoo's stance insisted they couldn't be completely ignored.

    - There'd be more dead because of me than alive, so I need to make up for it somehow.

    Hyunwoo's expression as he said it looked quite bitter.

    As if he bore guilt.

    'Was it because of the Moscow incident? Or because he couldn't participate in the rescue scene?'

    Given his frequent involvement in critical battlegrounds, Hyunwoo rarely joined rescues.

    Thus, he might have emphasized civilian rescue more to his guild members.

    Thanks to him, a standard practice of performing rescue operations in Palao as capacity allowed solidified, applied to Kim Yul alike.

    Recently, despite unfavorable perceptions of civilians, Kim Yul engaged in searches habitually.

    Even muttering his reluctance, the moment detection magic indicated civilians, he rushed forth.

    Kim Yul learned how to differentiate between what needed doing and wanted through Hyunwoo, and now practiced it.

    Having concluded the search with Kim Youngwoo, Kim Yul reunited with the guild members.

    "Um..."

    Having transferred the rescued survivors to Palao Guild's side, Kim Youngwoo asked carefully.

    "Could, um, that person over there, be K?"

    Kim Yul followed her finger pointing upward.

    On a distant rooftop, a tiny figure was undoubtedly Hyunwoo.

    He, having initiated rescue operations immediately after the battle, seemed to have concluded and returned.

    "Yes, that's correct. Then I'll be off! Great work today!"

    Leaving Kim Youngwoo with a bow, Kim Yul leapt into the sky.

    It took mere seconds with Windwalking to reach Hyunwoo.

    "Hyun...!"

    Kim Yul halted mid-call, shivering.

    A terrifying aura emanated from Hyunwoo's back as he gazed toward the sky.

    Swallowing dryly, Kim Yul internally screamed.

    'Why on earth is he maxed with fury?!'
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    As expected, a new Hole opened up.

    I wanted to close it immediately, but there was a slight problem.

    "I couldn't enter the Hole."

    I attempted to break through the general-rank monsters to approach it, but it was a futile effort.

    It seemed sealed tightly, as if there was a lid placed over it.

    "Meanwhile, things kept crawling out from inside."

    Damned System was working on figuring out the cause in the meantime.

    In that situation, my mood had started to hit rock bottom.

    "Are you sure?"

    "Yes, K. It has been confirmed that through shadow movement, three entities resisting the puppet authority have been spotted. One of them seems to use the monster transformation authority."

    In a different Hole, Omby's puppet had appeared, but in the Hole in Seoul, there wasn't a single one emerging.

    "All apostles stationed in North America have been called, but the situation isn't good. If possible, we ask for your direct support, K."

    "... I'll consider it."

    "We will be waiting."

    After finishing the call with Lily, who had returned to the hall, I gritted my teeth.

    Seeing her unusually urging for haste seemed to indicate the situation was really dire.

    This wasn't the first time a request for support had been made.

    Before I was contacted by Lily, I was contacted by Kirish from the Order of Palao, with whom I had built a connection in India.

    A creature capable of monster transformation had appeared, and they urgently needed support.

    There were only two requests for support so far, but they would soon increase.

    Reports would keep coming from other areas regarding the appearance of puppets.

    Seeing Seoul before me being tranquil was proof enough.

    "This bastard..."

    Crack.

    A savage noise emerged from between my clenched teeth.

    It seemed Omby believed I wouldn't give up this place.

    This shallow trick must be a result of that belief.

    The creature clearly intended to devour people and gather corrupted divinity during my hesitation.

    Omby's plot was blatantly clear.

    Even knowing this cheap trick should not be humored, I still wanted to stay in Seoul in case I fell into this crafty trap.

    "The fact that a Hole was opened in Seoul means they would come this way."

    It wasn't staggered over time; they had blatantly opened it.

    Thus, through this place, Omby's puppets or main body would cross over.

    They would surely do it while I was away.

    Telling me to leave Seoul when it was an obvious trap?

    My heart told me I shouldn't, but my mind told me I should.

    "Damned."

    I spat each syllable as if grinding it through, speaking to the presence I felt behind me.

    "Kim Yul."

    "Y-Yes!"

    Kim Yul, who had been quietly watching after climbing up the building, responded quickly.

    And I conveyed the answer I had arrived at after much deliberation.

    "Apostles will take charge of Seoul."

    "What? Oh... Alright."

    I felt worried and anxious enough to be stuck there, but I couldn't let emotions cloud my judgment.

    I needed to move, entrusting Seoul to the apostles.

    It was unwise to bind a key force like myself in a not very dangerous location.

    Even though the trap was plainly visible, this seemed the best response at the moment.

    The little solace was that I wasn't leaving without any countermeasures in place.

    "Gather the apostles. Include all new personnel. Absolutely no solo operations."

    I had continually increased the number of apostles by absorbing the status of Karlos.

    In places like the United States, where Lily was, and India, where Kirish was, they were holding on by facing the puppets with the increased number of apostles.

    So, in an emergency, this side could also manage to delay.

    "Hold out as long as possible if hunting proves impossible."

    With Gilenios by my side, I could quickly respond to any sudden changes.

    "Be sure."

    Kim Yul nodded more earnestly than usual after I repeatedly warned him.

    "Got it."

    "Relay this to the other apostles. Go."

    "You be careful too!"

    After Kim Yul left, it was the System's turn.

    "Just in case, keep a close eye on this area."

    I might not excel at destruction, but when it came to guarding, I had a knack.

    With the System watching over in my absence, I could be a little more assured.

    《System Message》

    Understood, Kang Hyunwoo.

    We will take special care to ensure there's nothing to worry about.

    "... I'm counting on you."

    After hearing the System's confirmation, I spoke as I glared at the Hole, which stayed unmoving.

    "Rice Cake, come here."

    Having turned his main body into the form of a rice cake and leaning over the rooftop railing, Rice Cake promptly came running over.

    Rice Cake was essential for finding Omby's puppets, so he had to come along.

    "The first place in need of support is India and the United States."

    And if I had to choose which to visit first...

    "To Washington D. C in the USA, next to Lily Evans."

    Though it was unfortunate for Kirish, the head must be defended first.

    If Lily collapses, it will become difficult to manage players extending worldwide.

    After setting my hunting order in my mind, the air sliced open.

    Though each step towards it felt heavy, I didn't glance back.

    * * *

    Whenever the Gold light and the black light entangled, heaven and earth trembled.

    Simply being present at the scene made Lily feel chills down her spine.

    Every clash of these two forces spread shockwaves, constantly reminding her that this battle wasn't of humans.

    Yet, she couldn't flee from that place.

    That battlefield, way beyond human reach, was precisely where she had to stand.

    'Two confrontations have already passed.'

    The prior battles were tenacious but concluded unsuccessfully.

    Considering Hyunwoo's divinity, the battle couldn't be prolonged.

    After steeling her mind, Lily tightened her grip on her sword, keeping a vigilant watch over the clashing powers.

    "The puppet main body is approaching!"

    A Sniper, who was observing from a different perspective, shouted.

    The first to react was Aresa, who had long synergized with him.

    She promptly blocked the path of the approaching Puppet 1.

    Simultaneously, Lily spotted a black shadow.

    'Left side!'

    Puppet 3 was burrowing towards the direction of Hyun-Woo.

    Without a second thought, Lily raised her sword.

    Clang!

    Barely blocking only one arm felt like halting a massive boulder, exerting intense pressure.

    Hyun-Woo was busy blocking the corrupted divinity being poured by the three puppets in unison.

    Thus, he wasn't in a leisurely position to handle close combat with those creatures.

    That's why Lily and the apostles interposed themselves between Hyun-Woo and the puppets, obstructing the path away from the puppets.

    "Grr!"

    A groan escaped from her clenched mouth as Sniper too managed to block Puppet 2.

    Yet, none of the three apostles deployed in North America managed to inflict significant damage on Omby's puppets.

    Click-clack!

    Even when weapons clad in puppeteer authority were swung with all their might, they simply scratched metallic sounds and bounced off.

    "Utilize the authority!"

    Nonetheless, instead of retreating or abandoning seemingly pointless attacks, the three stood their ground.

    At any cost, they had to prevent Hyun-Woo from making contact with those puppets.

    Even if it meant having their bodies torn apart and their lives lost, they must ensure.

    "We must avert a disaster where the puppet authority is stripped."

    This duty fell on the apostles during this battle.

    Although it was impossible to kill them with the apostles' abilities, separating them as far as possible was the aim.

    At that moment, something sparkled from where Hyun-Woo was.

    The questioning flash brushed past Lily's shoulder in an instant.

    Puppet 3 hurriedly twisted its upper body.

    Ssst.

    The sound of slicing skin accompanied the tearing of Puppet 3's collarbone.

    Hyun-Woo had launched a crystallized puppeteer.

    Lily reflexively thrust her sword into the puppet's wound.

    And with maximum possible force, she imbued the tip of her sword with the authority.

    "Kieeek!"

    A chilling scream echoed that couldn't be deemed human.

    Meanwhile, javelins armed with puppeteer authority shot into the puppet's abdomen from behind her.

    Lily, unsatisfied, stabbed again and again!

    Omby's puppet attempted to resist, breaking her arm, and pounding her waist, causing her abdomen to be severely torn.

    Nevertheless, Lily didn't fall back.

    She continuously poured authority into Omby's puppet, wriggling like a fish out of water until it ceased moving.

    Raising her sword from the puppet's chest, Lily swung it vigorously.

    Crash!

    A strong downward stroke pierced through the puppet's neck.

    Having failed to completely sever it with one stroke, she struck again and again.

    Only when the puppet's neck was sliced entirely did an explosive sound erupt from behind her.

    Unexpectedly tossed away like a rag doll due to the earlier explosion, Lily watched.

    The Gold light engulfed and overtook the black light, growing massive!

    "Huff!"

    Somehow regaining her balance mid-air, she landed, stabilizing herself on the ground.

    Kr-chak!

    Unable to resist the impact, the cement road cracked and erupted in sharp points.

    Yet, Lily didn't pay attention to the road, which had reached that state due to her.

    She was looking up at a massive cloud of dust that had soared up.

    Precisely, at Puppet 1 that burst out from there.

    Losing one arm and bleeding black blood from a seemingly torn tongue, the creature stepped forth.

    "Yiaaak!"

    Aresa, following closely on its tail, gripped a reversed dagger, driving it into the chopped-off hand's stump.

    Flash! Flash!

    Amid the wildly diffusing flame magic and puppeteer authority, puppet 1 screamed.

    Simultaneously, as if trying to shake Aresa off of it, the creature stretched out a hand.

    Thud.

    Somewhere, a heavy resonance resounded, and suddenly, another shadow darted out from the cloud of dust.

    Flashing, it slid right past Aresa's side and embedded into the hollow of the puppet's chest.

    Simultaneously, an exceedingly intense light spread out, almost blinding.

    With a bang, puppet 1's body exploded.

    Thud, thud.

    Leaving behind black flesh scattered in all directions, hyun-Woo pivoted his body.

    Assuming a javelin stance quickly, he hurled a spear that shone golden.

    Puppet 2 sprang out from the shadow cast on an intact building's exterior wall with a thump.

    And Hyun-Woo's spear embedded itself right into Puppet 2's torso.

    Immediately, Sniper leapt out of the shadow from which Puppet 2 had emerged.

    Stepping on Puppet 2, Sniper lightly jumped off, causing the puppet to plummet swiftly toward the ground.

    On the ground, sharp puppet-covered thorns awaited the puppet.

    Crash! Krack!

    A chilling sound accompanied the brutal impaling and shredding of the puppet.

    And finally, all three of Omby's puppets appearing in Washington D. C were exterminated.

    This event transpired 1 hour and 12 minutes after Hyun-Woo arrived at the site.

    The battle, once unbearably loud, sudden fell into silence.

    The quiet was first broken by Aresa, who had been flung away by Puppet 1's explosion.

    "Woohoo...!"

    Even as she quickly regained her balance and positioned her weapon, she shouted as she collapsed onto the floor.

    "It's over!"

    She raised her hand in the air exuberantly, only to flop fully onto her back.

    Lily too felt all the strength draining from her weary body.

    Supporting herself with her sword, she chuckled wryly while aligning her fractured bone.

    'It doesn't even compare to facing a Legion Commander.'

    Having the puppeteer authority allowed her to inflict some damage eventually.

    Nonetheless, penetrating the enemy's hide alone was overwhelmingly challenging for her.

    Although she had achieved it, by borrowing the mighty force backing her.

    While Lily and Aresa savored their victory, Sniper emerged from the shadows, speaking.

    "It's finished, good work."

    "You too."

    Covered in dust, hyun-Woo briefly responded to Sniper and moved on.

    "Where to?"

    "The Hole."

    Sniper, as well as Lily, immediately followed Hyun-Woo.

    After Aresa hastily got up and tagged along, they swiftly moved.

    The group arrived at a seemingly abandoned Hole nearby the battlefield.

    Damned System

    New Elements and Characters:
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    The Hole standing in the middle of the city was enormous, comparable to a ten-story building. Of course, most surrounding buildings were half-destroyed, leaving little for comparison. Lily let out a hollow laugh as she observed the ruins of Washington. The only relief was that there were no monsters blocking their approach to the Hole. A few hours ago, it might have been surrounded and protected by various monsters.

    'Among them, there might have been players turning into monsters,' she thought.

    Now, only corpses remained, likely due to the aftermath of the battle. Hyunwoo, striding across the empty street, muttered under his breath.

    "Proceed right away."

    Though it was unclear exactly what he intended to proceed with, as Hyunwoo reached out and placed his hand on the Hole, its surface began to ripple. It was as if waves coursed through it, spreading a white light in ripples.

    Suddenly, cracks began forming along the outskirts of the Hole. Snap, crackle. The swiftly spreading cracks covered the Hole's surface, and soon, the Hole crumbled with a loud crash. The massive Hole that had appeared in the downtown area vanished.

    "Haah,"

    Lily inadvertently let out a sigh of relief before jolting and shivered. Hyunwoo's gaze, after breaking the Hole, was fiercely gleaming. It was clearly the expression of someone angry. But why was he angry after destroying the Hole?

    During the battle, when the system claimed to have found a way to penetrate the Hole, I was briefly in a good mood. All I did was follow the Damned System's instructions to approach and place my hand on the Hole. It didn't open but completely destroyed the place. Of course, it wasn't something I or the Damned System did. The entity on the other side removed it.

    "Does it not want me to come over?"

    I wondered out loud. Was it because they still had no intention of coming out? Did they want to avoid direct confrontation with me? Or perhaps there was a reason we shouldn't meet face-to-face.

    My mind buzzed as I tried to gauge the unknown situation. Yet, I couldn't let myself be idle forever. Though the temptation to cross over and tear it apart was strong, the risk due to the lack of information was substantial, and a battlefield still requiring my attention awaited me. In the end, I gritted my teeth, turned around, and spoke.

    "Lily, I leave the rest to you."

    "Ah, yes, understood. Are you going directly to Mumbai?" she asked.

    "Yes, once the situation is resolved, contact me. In the meantime, please sort any new reports that come in."

    Unlike Lily, who nodded immediately, aisa sought to say something more.

    "Are you leaving already? Should we at least check your injuries...?" she murmured.

    "Don't hold a busy person back for nothing. Behave yourself,"

    Sniper interjected to dissuade her.

    Aisa struggled slightly as Sniper's hand grasped her nape.

    "Follow me,"

    I instructed Sniper.

    "Ah, I should've kept quiet and remained inconspicuous," he retorted, entering the shadows.

    His magic, which allowed him to pass through shadows, was perfect for countering the authority possessed by the entity, ombin. Indeed, thanks to him, it was easier to block the authority of Senoa.

    "You have no choice in the matter,"

    I stated, finishing my sentence just as Gilenios opened a portal to Mumbai.

    With Sniper in tow, I crossed the portal and spoke to the system.

    "What about Seoul?"

    《System Message》

    There are no significant changes around the Hole vicinity.

    All players residing in Seoul and the Gyeonggi Province area are gathering, and civilian evacuation is underway in preparation for the worst Scenario.

    Over one million people have already evacuated Seoul.

    "Are you sure there are still no additional Holes?"

    《System Message》

    None so far. Even if one arises, we'll delay it with our utmost effort, so please trust us.

    The way the System assured me, there was nothing left but to have faith. Concluding my conversation with the System, I was abruptly met with chaos as soon as I passed through Gilenios's portal.

    "Please, snap out of it!"

    "No! Don't kill!"

    "Step aside! If we don't kill them, we're the ones who'll Die!"

    "Hold out until Alpha arrives!"

    Players rushing to kill their comrades, others trying to restrain them, and yet more players caught in-between—all unfolded in a pandemonium of human nature. It felt like one was tested on their humanity from just witnessing such horrors, involuntarily twisting my expression into a grimace.

    "Whoa..."

    Sniper, like me, was momentarily struck speechless as he took in the devastation. India, known for its densely packed population, could not escape the horrors of this transformation process. Swallowing a sigh, I activated my Trait.

    "'Trait Purification (lv. Max)' is now active."

    "Alpha is proclaiming a domain."

    "Corrupted mana is detected."

    "Pathogen is detected."

    "A new pathogen is detected."

    "A large number of targets for purification detected. Immediate purification is required."

    Could the game's program perceive the dire circumstances? The messages appeared faster than usual, with bold script. Even without such urgent prompts, I had already initiated purification.

    "Purification! It's purification!"

    "K! Aah! It's K!"

    "Oh God!"

    "Alpha is here! Counterattack now!"

    Stirred by my intrusion, they clamorously called my name. While focusing on purification, I spoke.

    "For now, wait here."

    "All right."

    Did he think it better to stay within the shadows rather than out in the open? Sniper vanished into one of the many shadows surrounding us. Leaving him there, I pulled out my cloak. After using the Invisibility function to conceal myself, I instructed Gilenios to send out Rice Cake. The entity emerged from the portal.

    As I extended my hand toward Rice Cake, although I hadn't given explicit commands, the form maintained its original size, instantly shrinking down. Holding the now miniature Rice Cake, I leapt into the air.

    'The Hole that appeared in Mumbai emerged underground,' I recalled.

    At the start of this war, india lost its capital, new Delhi, and moved to make Mumbai the interim capital. But now, a massive Hole opened beneath the very ground of that Mumbai.

    Monsters spouting from the Hole laid waste to the city, transforming it into hell in an instant. Most tried desperately to flee, but ended up succumbing to the monsterization process. Undoubtedly, an unthinkably large number of people perished.

    Swallowing such bitter thoughts, I ascended to a place where the Hole became visible. Immediately, Rice Cake linked our vision.

    "Ha,"

    I sighed.

    Four threads extended from the still monster-spewing Hole. I considered what this situation signified. 'In the U. S., the dolls boldly roamed the battlefield.' Here, they orchestrated things to divert my attention with such pomp.

    The number of dolls tallied by the players matched the number of threads linking them from the Hole. Conversely, in Mumbai, the visual confirmation of an entity was just one, yet the threads outside the Hole numbered four.

    'They intend to strike at my back.'

    They must have guessed I'd approach openly as in the U. S. and hoped to ambush me. Such tactics were futile due to Rice Cake's capabilities. 'Chasing down and capturing the dolls one-by-one is the wrong approach.'

    The upgraded physical abilities from the 5th Promotion rendered me resilient enough not to be easily taken by Ombin's dolls. Thus, I'd remain patient, waiting for them to come before capturing each one.

    'Now, let's deal with the monsterized entity possessing authority, which they've dangled as bait,' I thought.

    Following the direction Rice Cake's vision provided, I raced toward the target. Thanks to the relic's Stealth, approaching the target was not difficult.

    'Two of them lurk nearby, and the other one...' The thread extending into the ground almost drew out laughter.

    Clearly, my authority is something they find exceptionally coveted. 'Their approach makes me all the more unwilling to share.'

    Recalling the target, I took a step back to gather the apostles scattered across the battlefield. The five apostles distributed throughout Asia soon gathered at one spot, including Kirish, and Ra-lian, who served as my intelligence source in China.

    Sharing intelligence from the recent battle against the dolls.

    "The doll that appeared in Washington had only one authority each,"

    I began.

    One wielded Senoa's shadow authority. Another one held Ombin's monsterization authority. Lastly, another, wielding corrupted divinity without authority restraints.

    "Then the entity here should only have monsterization, right? What about combat prowess? Are they about the same as us?"

    Kirish asked first.

    With composure, I answered, "They surpass the Platinum rank in physique. Dealing with them alone would be challenging, so stick with the group you trained with. And,"

    I paused to correct the error in Kirish's earlier statement.

    "Don't assume there's just one. Merely relying on player sightings is complacency,"

    I asserted.

    Knowing there were more than shown, I spoke. Though I wasn't sharing Rice Cake's capabilities, I wanted them aware of the precariousness.

    "Oops, that was complacent of me,"

    Kirish admitted humbly.

    "K is right; it doesn't hurt us being extra cautious," said Sniper, chiming in.

    "On a tactical note, considering its hide is tougher than expected, inflicting superficial wounds is tough. We've hunted by initially inflicting a wound from K's side and then focused attacks there."

    "But an entity coming right out of a recent battle wouldn't fall the same way,"

    I pondered aloud.

    This could suggest that the strategy Ombin employed was a response to our recent engagement in Washington—a counter to our frontal victory by seeking underhand tactics. This implies that in subsequent areas where the dolls appear, they might devise other tricks.

    Unless we extract and definitively end the core from beyond that Hole, it's destined to cyclically recur. I needed a method to breach the Hole before Ombin decides to destroy it. I needed to think of a way to break through.

    While I was momentarily lost in other thoughts, Sniper continued his discourse.

    "And if you spot an entity utilizing shadows, let me know. The difficulty level changes drastically whether you restrict their movement or let them be."

    Nodding in agreement with Sniper's plans, the apostles made final requests to each other before dividing.

    "Don't forget, under no circumstances allow it to reach K."

    Their purpose as apostles was reiterated countless times prior. Their existence was almost predicated on becoming shields against Ombin's dolls. They had even trained for it numerous times.

    They practiced fending off the likes of Horfe and Gretman, even catching them. Unlike the North American apostles, these fighters, experienced in battle, were still deemed reliable.

    "Alright, let's begin,"

    I declared.

    Despite the readiness, a casualty occurred as soon as the battle commenced.

    "Argh!" cried an apostle, their screams slicing through the air as the lead team moving toward the target was drawn into a crack.

    A strong iron scent wafted from the other side of the space fracture, and the apostle's connection to me vanished. Without question, it signified death.

    "Karklein's authority,"

    I quickly assessed the situation and conveyed the precise information.

    Such unexpected circumstances could unsettle them, and yet the fighters remained steadfast, raising their authority and staying vigilant.

    In their midst, I quietly called upon and addressed the apostle supposed to prevent the situation.

    "Gilenios, report the situation."
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    The authority of Karklein had been a matter settled with Gilenios.

    "To think they allowed such a pitifully easy attack."

    Was it due to Gilenios's negligence, or was the assault more overwhelming than he could handle alone?

    Considering the rapidly diminishing divinity, it seemed that Gilenios was indeed using his inherent authority.

    Due to the urgent circumstances, it was difficult to receive an accurate report.

    As the skies began to tear open again, corrupted divinity targeting the apostles flew through.

    While trying to cover the widest range of sight, I noticed something peculiar.

    I paused momentarily, putting my spear down, and quickly identified the source of discomfort.

    "Four o'clock! At four o'clock!"

    "They're coming from the twelve o'clock direction as well!"

    The corrupted divinity emerging from the rifts wasn't targeting me. Its aim was solely on the apostles.

    To make up for the damages caused by the surprise attack, everyone gritted their teeth in dealing with the puppets. As a result, there were no additional losses in our forces.

    Clang! Clang!

    Observing the movements of corrupted divinity emerging from the beyond, I discerned one more fact.

    "There isn't just one."

    The rhythm observed when the forces moved was entirely distinct.

    This meant that at least two puppets were cooperating.

    This wasn't something seen in the American battle. Sometimes they appeared to attack simultaneously.

    "That was just coincidental synchronization of attack timings."

    They fought separate battles, trying to defeat me and the apostles on their own.

    But this situation seemed to be slightly different.

    "If they're teaming up, then Gilenios alone can't handle it."

    I was about to enter the rift myself.

    Suddenly, two puppets bounced out from the open space.

    Immediately, they attached themselves to Kirishi and Ruvian.

    Gilenios, showing his face through the rift left by the puppets, took a shaky breath and spoke with a trembling voice.

    "I-I wasn't slacking off, you know? I barely managed to block all that."

    Seeing him all bruised and battered, it seemed that his claim of having exerted effort wasn't entirely a lie.

    "Go in."

    I said without further reprimand.

    "Don't misunderstand your priorities."

    I emphasized that even at the cost of ignoring the puppets' attack, ensuring the safety of Rice Cake was the priority.

    Gilenios nodded obediently and returned into the rift.

    The entity with Karklein's authority repeatedly attempted to escape by opening rifts.

    Crackle!

    Each time, my authority blocked or struck the entrance.

    With Gilenios joining from inside, the rift entrance would either warp or shatter as well.

    Thanks to that, the two puppets were trapped and easily bound by the apostles.

    I took the opportunity to inflict several cuts on their bodies.

    The rest was up to the apostles.

    A few minutes after leaving the battlefield and advancing, I arrived near Puppet #1, which wielded the power to monsterize, surrounded by other monsters.

    "Quick, isn't it?"

    As Sniper had said, it was truly quick. It swiftly evaded us as we approached.

    Unlike the previous ones, it started to take evasive actions, dodging, fleeing, and using other monsters as meat shields.

    Just when it seemed like it would be caught, it would slip away, as if taunting us.

    Normally, no one would've fallen for such obvious tricks.

    But for players excited and in the throes of battle, the story might be slightly different.

    "You damn rat!"

    After Kirishi and Ruvian withdrew to capture Puppets #2 and #3, Toma, who had taken the lead position, deviated from the formation and pursued it deeper.

    Immediately, whips created from corrupted divinity shot up from the ground.

    It was Puppet #4, which had been hiding underground.

    With this, all the puppets' locations were exposed.

    I pushed Toma aside and thrust my spear in place of the whip.

    Upon seeing the fourth puppet being dragged out of the shadows, Toma gasped.

    "I'm s-sorry..."

    I dismissed Toma's apology with a wave.

    I knew his combat sense was lacking compared to the other apostles.

    Nevertheless, the reason I appointed him as an apostle was his strong faith.

    A trust and devotion so intense it could be seen as fanatical.

    Appointed for that reason alone, Toma wielded the most powerful puppet among the apostles.

    He was capable of delivering a significant blow to the puppets even without my help.

    "Go after #1."

    "Then I'll handle #4, the one using shadows. I'll drive it out soon, so just make an opening."

    Following my directive, Toma left while Sniper dived into the shadows.

    Left alone amidst the swarming monsters, I began a massacre.

    Boom, boom.

    Flame Strikes fell successively without pause, and lightning prisons soared relentlessly.

    The ear-piercing screams of monsters burning alive threatened to drown the world.

    Amidst the chaos, I stood deep in thought.

    Pondering over the changed actions of the puppets.

    In America, all three aimed to approach me, outright ignoring the apostles.

    Their primary goal was blatant.

    But this time?

    "I wasn't the primary target."

    The attack using Karklein's authority.

    The assault sneaking in shadows.

    Those attacks were aimed at the apostles, not at me.

    Despite being alone now, no puppet attempted to approach me.

    Instead, each focused intently on dealing with the apostles they were engaged with.

    "Are they practicing?"

    It seems they learned in the Washington battle that the apostles were my shield.

    If they've concluded that clearing the apostles is necessary to approach me...

    "Then I'll assume they're conducting practical training."

    If this hypothesis is true, their teamwork level would increase with each battle.

    "I can't keep trailing and being toyed with like this."

    As my thoughts reached that point, a puppet shot out from the shadows of a tree.

    It was Puppet #4, chased by Sniper.

    Without even glancing to the side, I reached out my hand.

    Whoosh!

    A puppet spear, launched with the same velocity as my usual javelin throws, brutally tore into the puppet's shoulder and side.

    "Nice!"

    Sniper, following closely behind Puppet #4, gleamed as they plunged their dagger in.

    Crackle.

    The piercing light stung the eyes as it flashed.

    About an hour after we crossed over to Mumbai, the puppet hunt concluded.

    Throughout this process, I discovered something new.

    "The puppet without authority acts as a connector between Omby and the puppets."

    When that puppet dies, the other puppets become incapacitated for a short time, as Sniper testified.

    The final one we chased in Washington also collapsed suddenly, making it easier to drive it out of the shadows.

    "Right after the one Asa was dealing with died."

    The puppet killed then also manipulated corrupted divinity without using any authority.

    Reflecting now, it seemed not that it lacked authority but possessed another unknown power.

    "Sure, the one that attacked me in Seoul had no distinct power either."

    After consulting with Rice Cake, it was confirmed that once that puppet died, the threads tied to the other puppets' heads were severed.

    I shared this information with the association, and during that process, I received reports on new incidents that transpired over the past few hours.

    "In the Norwegian Sea?"

    According to Lily, a new puppet had been sighted.

    "Yes, Ethan and the apostles in Europe are countering it, but... they're struggling as there's no one with Water attribute."

    And it wasn't just there.

    Sightings of puppets increased in Nigeria in Africa, peru in South America, and Japan in Asia.

    While the exact number remains unspecified, puppet sightings were confirmed in all Holes except Seoul.

    After a brief consideration, I stated.

    "First, locate the one without authority. Don't hunt them immediately; it's crucial to determine which entity possesses that ability."

    "Yes, understood."

    Given that our opponents had the monsterization authority, I couldn't just stand idly by either.

    However, merely running around thoughtlessly wouldn't end this vexing matter, prompting me to rethink continuously.

    "If touched, it will likely break again."

    Musing about the direction with the Hole, the System confirmed my thought.

    《System Message》

    The probability is high.

    Omby doesn't want me to come over.

    There must be a reason for that.

    "To confirm, I have to go over."

    But is that the best option? Is there no other way?

    Must I personally write the path to the tiger's den?

    "Drawing it out is also a method."

    Though how to draw it out remains a problem.

    "Usually, lighting a fire and filling the den with smoke makes it come out."

    Like the wisdom of ancient hunting, there's likely a way to draw Omby from beyond.

    Whether I go over or make it come here.

    Both possibilities remain open, utilizing the Holes scattered worldwide...

    "Worldwide..."

    Suddenly, a word lingered in my mouth.

    Chewing over it, I mumbled alone.

    "Giving up on all is too difficult, isn't it?"

    《System Message》

    Excuse me?

    Although the System queried, I refrained from explaining and kept silent.

    I was busy making the plan that sparked in my mind more concrete.

    As I was deep in thought, kirishi approached and spoke.

    "Is something wrong?"

    In a tattered state after engaging in battle and then with the puppets, his appearance was a mess.

    Considering he bothered to find me despite being exhausted, it was obvious he had a purpose.

    "If it's not urgent, close the Holes first..."

    "Not for the time being."

    I refused even before Kirishi finished talking.

    Newly appeared Holes can't be crossed by the power of ordinary players.

    Because Omby is mimicking the System to prevent it.

    Only I, supported by the System, can cross over.

    But if I attempt to cross, they'll likely sever the tail by destroying it again.

    In this situation where neither move seems viable, I can't haphazardly shut the Holes.

    They're paths for monsters to cross and simultaneously, routes for me to reach Omby.

    "What did you just..."

    "No intention of closing the Holes for now."

    This is not the time to meddle with the path to the tiger's den.

    But Kirishi didn't seem to agree with my decision.

    "Hey! Hundreds, thousands will Die if we leave the Holes like this!"

    "I know."

    I understood the heartache of citizens dying.

    I'm not a machine void of emotion either.

    Still, it didn't sway my decision-making.

    I didn't seek his agreement from the start.

    "If it's unpleasant to follow my will, handle it with your own hands."

    Hearing my cold, almost callous words, kirishi grit his teeth.

    Yet instead of giving him my attention, I continued staring in the direction of the Holes.

    Having decided on my course, there was nothing more I could do by staying here.

    Moving even a little faster was a better option.

    Leaving Kirishi behind without hesitation, I turned away.

    And I summoned the one essential to the plan formed in my mind.

    "Gilenios."

    It was time to wring out a self-proclaimed slave who pledged to lick my feet if I just spared him.

    * * *

    In the gap, where Gilenios had been tirelessly running around, he suddenly halted, yelling.

    "Damned!"

    In a space void of anyone but himself.

    The muffled voice faded without even an echo.

    Yet Gilenios, full of rage, continued muttering curses angrily.

    "Argh! Dammit, damn this! Cursed!"

    With one last hope, he clung desperately and crossed over to Earth.

    He finally left the doomed land and stepped onto a new settlement.

    This new world's civilization was highly advanced.

    Not only simple amusements but diverse cultures, innumerable arts, and delectable snacks were there to enjoy.

    Gilenios truly loved the urge to live anew on Earth.

    To the extent he fervently wished this land wouldn't end up destroyed.

    Nonetheless, life in a new world wasn't all joy.

    "Am I a slave? Am I?! What else is this but slavery?! Damned!"

    The god he newly served was neither merciful nor lenient.

    Damned System

    **New Elements and Characters:**

    1. 길레니오스 = Gilenios (he)

    2. 타락한 신성 = corrupted divinity (it)

    3. 카클라인 = Karklein (na)

    4. 전투 현장 = battlefield (it)

    5. 기리시 = Kirishi (him)

    6. 라위안 = Ruvian (him)

    7. 토마 = Toma (him)

    8. 저격수 = Sniper (na)

    9. 백설기 = Rice Cake (it)

    10. 옴빈 = Omby (it/na)
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    Chapter 70: Strategy (1)

    "Damn, what a wicked employer!"

    Gilenios had been working day and night for the past few days.

    - You said it's possible not just to roam around the gaps but to twist them, right?

    It was because Hyunwoo visited him, mentioning Gilenios' authority.

    Recalling that time, Gilenios' expression became even more venomous.

    - What was it that you said about a gap twisting and the space being temporarily isolated?

    - Oh, right. It's like cracking a cup and slightly twisting a piece. It's definitely a part that broke off from the cup, but isn't connected, right? It's a similar concept. Why do you ask all of a sudden?

    - You can do it whenever you want?

    - Are you crazy? Do you think it's something you can do just like that, as easily as having a meal? Detaching and reattaching gaps is a huge task! Of course, it requires preparation and even more divinity.

    He wanted to stop himself from truthfully answering back then.

    But the foolish self of the past, knowing nothing of today, had confessed everything candidly.

    - Then prepare. Use as much divinity as you need.

    - Uh... yeah, for what though?

    He was willing to follow orders just once since he was given free rein over the divinity.

    - Around the Holes, all of them.

    Of course, the task didn't mean he wanted to Die from exhaustion while working.

    -... Come again?

    Hoping he had misheard, he inquired again, but Hyunwoo responded clearly and articulately, more so than usual.

    - Prepare to twist all the gaps surrounding the Holes on Earth.

    At that time, there were 12 Holes left on Earth.

    In other words, it was like being told to run a triathlon twelve times over.

    Hardly different from being told to work himself to death, in all honesty.

    He had a mind to quit immediately.

    Unfortunately, he had no choice in the matter.

    From the very first meeting, he had fallen out of favor, and coupled with his plea to survive, promising to do anything.

    As a result, he ended up being treated as Hyunwoo's private courier around the clock.

    He was constantly enslaved to harsh labor without any freedom or rest.

    Even while sleeping soundly, he had to jump out when Hyunwoo beckoned.

    Stress had built up considerably over time.

    But despite that, how could anything change?

    He was in a position where he had to follow those harsh orders unconditionally.

    Hyunwoo wouldn't hesitate to torture or threaten him until he complied with his words.

    Obeying when told was the best option.

    "This psycho, or rather, this sociopath! Hypocrite who speaks falsely! Efficiency-obsessed pervert! Tyrant whose arrogance pierces the heavens!"

    Gilenios began to mock Hyunwoo using every manner of swear word, curse, and broken phrasing he learned in the new world.

    The vivid words sufficed to describe what Gilenios had realized about Hyunwoo all this time.

    Hyunwoo was not solely a benevolent figure.

    'That's why I ended up like this in the first place.'

    I continued venting pent-up grievances, spilling all sorts of curses for quite some time.

    After that, Gilenios felt slightly refreshed and began running again.

    He needed to finish the task at hand.

    'Indeed, that guy may be utterly detestable and spine-chilling, but.'

    He obeyed orders diligently, simply because that guy might truly succeed.

    If he could indeed bring an end to this seemingly endless war and restore the peace that had long become a distant memory.

    'If only it's indeed possible.'

    Gilenios was willing to endure once more.

    With such resolve, he continued running until his feet started to sweat.

    Suddenly, he heard a voice from the slightly open entrance that had become distinctly familiar.

    "Gilenios."

    Gilenios jumped in startlement, screaming.

    * * *

    "Don't call me! Don't keep calling me! Stop calling people, you infernal bastard-!"

    From a gap left open slightly for communication, a furious reply came thrumming back.

    "...... What?"

    I frowned, looking at the barely visible entrance of the gap.

    It seemed, fortunately, that he had a sense of having overreacted.

    Hence, reluctantly, he poked his face outside the gap's entrance and asked:

    "... What, what do you want this time?"

    His weary, deathly gaze aimed at me full of accusation.

    Fortunately for him, I wasn't calling for additional tasks.

    Rather, it was the opposite.

    "There is no need to touch the Hole in Peru."

    "What?"

    "The Hole there is closed."

    "You closed it? So, eleven, huh? Well, if you're reducing them, why not reduce a few more...... Agh!"

    Before Gilenios could finish his words, I firmly pushed his head back into the gap.

    "More reductions are pending, so just focus on your tasks."

    "... Unbearable bastard."

    And the faint echoing words were lightly disregarded.

    Even with a mouthful of curses, he will perfectly fulfill his role.

    I dismissed Gilenios and held back a sigh.

    And then I stared ahead into the now empty space.

    A few moments ago, it used to hold a Hole.

    'Though it's gone now.'

    The reason for the disappeared Hole in Peru was simple.

    I had attempted to enter a Hole again.

    To give a more detailed account, we must rewind to a few days ago.

    Days were spent deeply in thought, worrying as I repeatedly fought against the puppet.

    During that time, I contemplated whether to just close the Holes one by one and annihilate them all.

    But that would be a misstep, a poor strategy.

    For Omby, breaking another hole would suffice.

    The war would drag on, and Earth would be devastated like Biharin.

    Prolonging this war was not an option.

    I needed to strike the head, strike Omby somehow.

    For that, to some extent, playing along with its scheme was necessary.

    I turned away from the simple, swift solution, continuing to ponder.

    'Why on earth is he blocking my entry to the Holes? Is the act worth abandoning a painstakingly created Hole?'

    Pondering led to a new curiosity.

    'Perhaps it's because it's me that I can't cross?'

    Could someone else manage to cross?

    It was an inquiry I could immediately investigate.

    Fortunately, this was when a puppet wielding a monstrous authority had been eliminated in Peru.

    So, using the Hole in Peru, I set up an experiment.

    I had someone besides me lead the way.

    Of course, it wasn't a reckless, random experiment with just anyone.

    I secured a volunteer by explaining the Scenario to an apostle, such as Kirish, who persistently urged me to quickly close the Hole.

    It took only a few minutes for a hidden mission window sent by the system to bestow on him, while a radiant light scattered across the Hole with his hand resting on it.

    Incredibly, the apostle succeeded in entering the Hole.

    However, as soon as I tried to follow behind, the Hole collapsed.

    The connection with the apostle was severed soon after. Feeling the extinction of presence, he was possibly dead.

    I felt no particular guilt. The risks had been communicated, and he consented.

    His sacrifice akin to volunteering provided one substantial certainty.

    'I was forbidden since it was me.'

    Others, barring me, managed to cross.

    'The intent might be to filter players out of Earth.'

    Then it was another series of contemplations. Why, why, why on Earth?

    To decode the invisible intentions of Omby, I had to wrack my brains.

    Consider the fundamental purpose of Omby and the present circumstances.

    Every single bit I held regarding the matter.

    Contemplating, theorizing, hypothesizing, speculating, and reevaluating led to creating a few rational, plausible scenarios.

    And I prepared for all the possible eventual outcomes.

    Simultaneously, the battles with the puppet continued.

    It may have been a tight schedule, but as an Alpha, purifying all that was corrupted was my unwavering duty.

    Fellow Alphas who joined my schedule often collapsed, wailing or foaming, but after dragging them around, we managed to purify the entire Earth within five days.

    From that process, two Alphas capable of purifying monstrosities emerged, a rare boon.

    So things progressed steadily, and a few more days passed till today.

    In Japan, the final battle with the puppet ended.

    'Currently, there are seven Holes remaining.'

    Excluding the one in Seoul, I left just a single Hole on each continent.

    A passageway had to be kept open for forces to cross through.

    I looked down upon the city center, utterly changed and chaotic.

    A hunting squad had assembled, ready to proceed into the Hole.

    Players headed towards their limbs' ends per the association's orders.

    As I quietly regarded them, I spoke up.

    "System."

    At the brief call, the system quickly approached, activating the trait.

    We had already discussed and agreed upon the future plan several times.

    This was precisely the moment to launch our counterattack.

    'I briefly considered briefly returning to Seoul.'

    Seoul was the most likely target for Omby.

    If I loitered there, it would complicate Omby's scheming.

    Guiding its actions within the predictable range would likely be wiser.

    'Whether this is foolish arrogance or judicious conduct will soon reveal itself.'

    I raised my spear.

    "Let's begin."

    Per the prior agreement, the system relayed a hidden mission to each of the seven apostles positioned across the globe.

    Following the pre-communicated plan, they simultaneously approached the Holes.

    The operation to simultaneously assault the seven remaining Holes on Earth had begun.

    As predicted, everything went smoothly.

    The Holes did not collapse, and the player armies, organized as the hunting squad, started infiltrating.

    Unlike the past where monsters came rushing out, players were now pushing in reverse.

    Even so, if I approached to cross, the Holes would undoubtedly be destroyed.

    'Once enough forces have been withdrawn, to Omby's satisfaction, perhaps.'

    Could I eventually cross as well?

    It all hinged on time to tell.

    "Click."

    Focusing on the hunting squad's entry, I checked the communication device in my left hand.

    A satellite network connecting coordinators around the Holes confirmed no signs of Omby emerging.

    Even Gilenios, observing matters from a gap, remained quiet.

    Consequently, thoughts branched into dozens promptly narrowed.

    Only a few possibilities remained.

    The timely report arrived that Japan's hunting squad had fully entered.

    Reports confirmed all other regions had their squads cross beyond the Holes as well.

    Nearly 60% of the remaining forces on Earth, now venturing beyond.

    'If my reasoning is correct.'

    It should be my turn now.

    Yet, I hesitated instead of acting immediately.

    Momentarily, I deliberated on standing my ground, holding to resist.

    After all, Omby's final ambition aimed at securing divinity.

    The entity was destined to cross into Earth.

    Thus, standing ground here, awaiting it, could be a tactical approach.

    'However...'

    That would nearly guarantee annihilation or near-annihilation for those who crossed earlier.

    In conclusion, the action I ought to take was clear.

    With a deep sigh, I looked down at Rice Cake, waiting patiently by my side.

    'It might be wiser to leave it here instead of dragging it in.'

    I handed Giolan's Invisibility cloak over to Rice Cake, instructing.

    "Go to Gilenios. Assist if your sight is needed."

    Detailed instructions weren't necessary.

    It was the only entity privy to all my thoughts, knowing exactly what to do.

    After Rice Cake disappeared through the split gap, I also moved, trudging forward heavy-footed.

    Until just a few days ago, the Hole rejected my entry.

    However, this time, I could cross effortlessly.

    As though a confirmation fell in place validating all my deductions.

    And upon arriving beyond the disembodied Hole.

    Crash.

    The Hole shattered to pieces. As if having waited for this moment.

    New Elements and Characters:

    - 길레니오스 (Gilenios): he

    - 현우 (Hyunwoo): he

    - 페루 (Peru): it

    - 옴비 (Omby): it

    - 기리시 (Kirish): her

    - 빌어먹을 시스템 (Damned System): it
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    Chapter 70 Mind Game (2)

    Omby sensed the incoming vitality into the realm it had created and smacked its lips with irritation.

    The corrupted divinity that had consumed it whispered urgently.

    Quickly, devour them, usurp their life force to fuel your continued existence.

    But Omby suppressed that almost primal urge.

    It knew there were more prey beyond what lay directly before it.

    'They are, here.'

    For a more rewarding hunt in the future, patience was necessary.

    As time passed, the amount of life force sensed through its perceptions steadily increased.

    'This is enough.'

    The forces on Earth it had observed through replicas were substantial.

    It seemed that more than half of them had crossed over into its dimension.

    This meant fewer forces left to counter the monsters it planned to send back through a new Hole to Earth.

    Despite everything going as initially desired, Omby's mood was still sour.

    There was one more it absolutely had to ensnare that had not yet appeared.

    Could it be that the intended target had no intention of crossing over?

    Surely it must know it needed to eliminate Omby first.

    Its combative nature suggested it would charge in fearlessly.

    It had made a cage, particularly for that prey with eager anticipation.

    Yet, the one who should have been lured by the cage had not shown up.

    'Perhaps I was too greedy....'

    The god-Slayer, a more significant threat than Earth's primordial gods, was proving to be a troublesome obstacle for Omby.

    Even after attaining full status, the god-Slayer was free from any restraints of causality.

    No greater nuisance existed to Omby, who needed to consume life force and navigate causality.

    While it could fully exert its power in the exterior of causality, numerous restrictions applied inside.

    'To make things worse, it grew stronger.'

    Alarmingly, the god-Slayer observed through Omby's replicas had become even more formidable.

    If Earth's god-Slayer remained there, unrestrained hunting would be impossible.

    Confronting the god-Slayer required absorbing enough life force to pay divinity to causality.

    Hence, players and the god-Slayer, who obstructed widespread hunting efforts, needed to be drawn out.

    'Did I fail?'

    Should Omby just hunt the players caught in the cage and wait for another opportunity?

    While Omby pondered, a realization hit.

    - Ah.

    Omby sensed it.

    The most tantalizing yet challenging prey, earth's god-Slayer, had crossed over.

    Licking its lips, Omby smiled as it instructed the beast that held it.

    - Proceed.

    The beast instantly flung itself towards the Hole, traversing dimensions.

    It was using a primitive method to deceive causality's sight by placing something vast inside something small.

    Because of this basic trick, Omby slipped into Earth without any obstruction.

    While a strong presence was unnecessary for hunting frail beings of the material world, it was willing to seal its might for now to focus on the hunt.

    Upon entering Earth, Omby shut every door of the cage housing the god-Slayer.

    Then it pierced a new Hole to summon the beasts stored in another space.

    Its minions would soon proliferate across the globe.

    Everything was unfolding just as planned.

    Omby sliced open the beast that carried it and emerged into the open.

    Immediately, it realized something was wrong.

    The life force, once abundant, vanished in an instant.

    The players surrounding the distant Hole had seemingly vanished.

    Although it had deceived causality's sight, it had failed to trick Rice Cake watching near Gilenios.

    Yet, Omby was unaware of the cause.

    Still, it realized something in the plan had gone awry.

    Observing its surroundings with red eyes, Omby quickly assessed the situation.

    'Still, it's not a problem.'

    It possessed the authority to traverse any place.

    It would escape this empty realm and hunt for vibrant life again.

    More life gathered meant another chance to extend its life.

    Omby smacked its lips, ready to leave the city, when it encountered a surprise.

    - What the...?

    The gap that should have opened with Caclain's authority did not.

    It was as if the path was severed, the way beyond obscured.

    Only then did Omby's movements show urgency.

    It ventured further, unable to find a path even with its authority.

    - Ah.

    Omby quickly realized the situation.

    The domain it occupied was twisted, disconnected from others.

    The meaning was simple.

    'I am trapped.'

    Apparently, it wasn't only the god-Slayer that fell into the enemy's trap.

    Though not expected, it was too soon to give up.

    'Restore the space.'

    It only needed to exit this warped realm.

    Omby promptly attempted to meddle with the twisted dimensional seam.

    "Woof! Woof woof!"

    "Hey, stop him, stop him! Quickly, stop him!"

    However, before it could act, voices of urgency shouted aloud.

    A resigned sigh followed.

    "... Remember, everyone."

    Omby sensed presences surrounding it from every direction.

    "We just need to hold on."

    Glancing around, it saw faces it recognized from its replicas.

    "Well, everyone knows what to do."

    "Don't worry, sis. Dodging is what I excel at!"

    "Swordsmen should confront it upfront since it seems humanoid."

    "Move over, when it comes to close combat, there's no one with better physical prowess than a Beastfolk like me!"

    "Please, stop fighting and cover each direction..."

    "Zip it! Keep that thing away from my side! If it comes near me, I won't forgive you! I'll really escape without a backward glance!"

    They were the pesky prey that mimicked the god-Slayer's power.

    Omby's previously expressionless face tensed slightly.

    Simultaneously, golden lightning surged toward it from all sides.

    * * *

    I stood in place where the Hole once existed, letting out a deep sigh.

    The players who went ahead had already engaged in battle.

    Perhaps they hadn't even noticed the Hole had vanished.

    'Even if they noticed, they wouldn't have been able to focus in combat.'

    Right now, I was alone in attending to the fact the Hole had closed.

    'Though it's expected...'

    I couldn't help feeling bitter. This situation was close to the worst-case Scenario I had considered.

    What's troubling is that even worse situations could arise from hereon.

    'Omby isn't here.'

    Though I hadn't visually confirmed it, my assumption was likely correct.

    I entered somewhat prepared; perhaps I even hoped for it.

    As I clenched my teeth and steadied my breathing, sure enough,

    'It's begun.'

    The authority began to drain swiftly. The apostles had entered combat.

    Every aspect of my authority being used now was for those stationed in Korea.

    'Yang Taeho and Kim Yul, rasha and Yang Hye Won, including the newly appointed Apostle Horfe and some players.'

    And, perhaps, even Gretman.

    Though he firmly refused to become an Apostle, preventing me from sensing him, I was sure he was contributing significantly in Korea.

    They were all valiantly facing off against Omby, without a doubt.

    'Omby.'

    Just as I suspected, it appeared that Omby had entered Earth through the Hole situated in Seoul.

    I had successfully drawn it to the desired place. Staying away from Seoul was worth it.

    'Seoul was the most fortified location, and it seemed Omby had targeted it.'

    Although anticipated, confronting the reality still left me incredulous.

    "Ha!"

    Omby truly left me confined here and fled to Earth.

    I could confidently assert that I was trapped.

    If the Damned System could follow, my reckless trait was supposed to activate, but it hadn't yet.

    Omby's realm seemed to hinder me in some way.

    'Given the presence of players and monsters, it's not beyond causality.'

    I speculated that it might have been crafted from dimensional debris.

    Actually, the exact structure wasn't too pivotal.

    Wherever it was, however it was created, there was one unchanging fact.

    'I am trapped, and Omby has fled.'

    There was no denying the outcome.

    Perhaps it was expected.

    Omby needed to prey on living beings for survival.

    Recognizing me as the major obstacle in its plans logically led to such actions.

    Initially uncertain as I watched it enfeeble the player forces, witnessing the Hole shatter as I entered confirmed suspicions.

    'By sending a replica to assess power, it aimed to lure me in.'

    It might have been taunting me to hurry and dispose of it.

    This was a Scenario I had envisioned multiple times.

    Even so, imagining Omby wreaking havoc without me made me furious enough to make my hair stand on end.

    The intensity of this emotion even resonated with the puppet, causing it to sizzle and crack as it disintegrated from my body.

    I endeavored to manage my emotions carefully.

    'There is no need to panic.'

    I had already accounted for potential scenarios to a degree.

    Living perpetually preparing for the worst meant handling unexpected circumstances was second nature.

    Hadn't I laid out all possible variables?

    I could consider this situation part of my plan and focus step-by-step on resolving immediate issues.

    'Just as I am locked up, Omby is confined too.'

    That alone was considerable progress.

    Preventing it from slaughtering people around Earth meant obstructing its acquisition of corrupted divinity.

    'Even if the apostles deployed there fall, it won't easily escape.'

    Considering Gilenios' confident assurances, there was time.

    As I calmed myself, players in the rear began noticing the Hole's absence one by one.

    "What? What's going on?"

    "The Hole..."

    "Damned, why is it gone?"

    "Did we move far?"

    "No Hole?"

    "The Hole has disappeared! We're trapped!"

    Soon after, as all monsters near the Hole got defeated, the troubling news spread rapidly.

    Recognizing their trapped state, the players quickly descended into confusion.

    The situation was unfavorable.

    Having stopped short after crossing the Hole, I stood at its expected location, distanced from those more deeply engaged.

    As those done fighting turned to look at me, I stood isolated as if accused, aligning me against them.

    Thousands of eyes shot focus at me.

    "K! What's going on?!"

    "Why is there no Hole?!"

    "Were you the one who sealed it?"

    "If it got sealed, we'd have returned! The closure triggers automatic withdrawal!"

    "You're the one to blame for this mess!"

    It seemed as if they were accusing me of being the architect of this predicament.

    'Hard to say it's not my fault.'

    Considering from various angles, this was the consequence of Omby's intricate mind games involving me.

    Ultimately, they were ensnared within the tactical contest between me and Omby.

    To find themselves trapped in an unknown land, their anxiety was a natural reaction.

    A player even approached to express that anxiousness by clutching my collar.

    "From the moment you opted for entry through Japan, something felt off!"

    He appeared quite authoritative among the Japanese players, brimming with assurance.

    "Yat___oshisa! Stop it! Cease your actions!"

    "Stop inciting disturbance within the attack squads!"

    His fervor was uncontrollable despite the guild staff's attempts to intervene.

    They struggled to pry him away as he berated me with insults, accusing me with conviction.

    Damned System

    New Elements and Characters:

    - 옴빈 (Omby) - it: A being driven by a primal urge to devour life force.

    - 투신 (god-Slayer) - na: A major obstacle for Omby, considered a threat greater than Earth's primordial gods.

    - 야토시 (Yat__oshisa) - he: A player with significant standing among Japanese players, emotionally driven in confronting K.
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    Chapter 70: Mind Games (3)

    "Is this some scheme to weaken our proud Japan's power?!"

    The way the person laid out his delusion as if it were reality made me chuckle involuntarily.

    'His sense of self is too inflated.'

    He assumed it was natural for me to be conscious of and wary of Japan.

    Why he assigned himself such importance was beyond me.

    "Do you think we'll just stand by and watch while you pull this filthy trick?"

    Even conceding to the point of understanding his anxiety was pushing it, but fine, I could accept it.

    "Fearing that the power to hunt a general-rank would fall into Japan's hands, and now openly trying to eliminate us?"

    In a situation where I had come to destroy the Hole, it would have been strange not to feel anxiety when it vanished.

    "But now you're blatantly trying to remove us?"

    This guy was doing something I couldn't comprehend.

    "Did you think we'd just sit back and take it from a guy like you?!"

    This was nothing more than him expressing his base inferiority complex that he'd been harboring alone.

    If he had a proper head on his shoulders, he would assess the aftermath accurately, thinking of gathering information first.

    Not stubbornly believing his delusions, implemented as reality.

    These were people on whom it wasn't worth spending time.

    I coldly rebuffed the Japanese player who lunged at me.

    "Move."

    Pushing him aside, I stepped forward.

    "You arrogant punk! Just because people have praised you, you think you're something special...!"

    Apparently displeased by his treatment, he quickly swung a punch.

    The fact that he raised his fist and not a weapon showed he didn't actually intend to kill me.

    This was merely venting his anger.

    Causing such chaos just for that.

    He seemed to think that, being a Platinum rank, he could land a blow in close combat.

    I lightly swung my spear at the guy who rushed towards me.

    That was more than enough to shatter the expectations of the unnamed guy.

    Crack!

    The spear moved so fast that, if you tried to follow it with your eyes, you'd only see an afterimage as it struck his shoulder.

    And that was the end of it.

    His shattered shoulder drooped, likely piercing his lungs and other organs.

    "Gah!"

    Leaving the guy who couldn't even scream properly as he fell, I scanned the surroundings.

    The space where Omby was was far from ordinary.

    It wasn't the ground nor the sky, just a dark place.

    Despite being engulfed in blackness, the forms of people or objects inside were distinctly discernible.

    'It's probably something similar to that dome created by the system.'

    I guessed it was a space built on fragments of a dimension that hadn't completely broken apart.

    A very effective place to confine me.

    'But it's not like I can't create an escape route.'

    I rummaged through my subspace pocket.

    From there, I withdrew a sheet of paper and tore it.

    The paper revealed a familiar sight with a white glow.

    "Gate Repositioning Ticket"

    It was a 'Gate Repositioning Ticket' left over from when I used it to evacuate the Biharin in the past.

    'I have two of these.'

    I planned to set one up here.

    The other would be used to create an exit gate to return.

    Since the system had provided me away, in case something went wrong, to pinpoint my location, I could soon prepare my exit.

    Fairy ranks who could access the VIP Shop were already placed within the other subjugation teams.

    Once the Holes disappeared, they all would have used Gate Repositioning Tickets as per the plan.

    'I can't just quietly take it.'

    I prepared for every possible Scenario I could manage.

    All that was left now was.

    "Roar!"

    "Screech!"

    To exterminate all those approaching monsters again.

    While I briefly attended to something else, one of the individuals from the command, apparently a Yato or Ato, was escorted away by another.

    He would need treatment and reintegration into the frontline.

    Meanwhile, I turned to those who were hesitantly watching nearby.

    "How long will you stand there and gape? Didn't headquarters brief you about this situation?"

    Finally, the ones who lingered nearby shouted.

    "They're securing a retreat!"

    "The players are preparing for battle again!"

    As most departed to coordinate the subjugation team, one approached me.

    Through him, I began gathering intel on the situation.

    "How's communication with the other subjugation teams?"

    "We're trying, but the radio is dead."

    "Are cameras and drones in the same state?"

    "Yes, it's difficult to expect the devices we brought to operate properly."

    "There's no helping it. Rather than holding out hope, organizing a search team might be wiser."

    "I have already given those orders."

    A total of seven subjugation teams, each from different regions, entered this place.

    Their mission was the complete annihilation of all monsters in this space.

    For that mission, understanding the size of this space and the number of remaining monsters was essential.

    Of course, I didn't need to personally tackle that part.

    My responsibility lay in combat, not investigation.

    "For now, I'll engage in battle. Call me if anything requires my attention."

    "Understood."

    After the association member departed, I moved in the direction from which the monsters were charging.

    During the time basic investigation would proceed, this place would serve as our base camp.

    A day of monster hunting would be repeated.

    I briefly observed the advancing horde of monsters from a distance.

    "They're coming!"

    "Tanker, set up a barrier!"

    "Stop the charge first!"

    In the brief period as players reorganized and braced for battle.

    I gazed at the void, remembering the sheet of paper I had torn just moments before.

    The system should have pinpointed my location through the Gate Repositioning Ticket by now.

    By this time, they would be in the process of carving a new path for me to exit.

    I simply needed to focus and do my best in the tasks at hand until then.

    Leave the matters beyond my reach to capable fellows.

    'I will eradicate them until there are no more monsters to invade the Earth.'

    Right on cue, players with area-of-effect capabilities began casting magics.

    "Prepare to throw!"

    "Aim well when implementing the field magic!"

    I, too, prepared Flame Strike and Lightning Prison with them.

    "Attack!"

    Hell erupted, aimed at the monsters, not us.

    * * *

    It had been 50 hours since the sudden disappearance of the Holes.

    The subjugation within the mysterious realm proceeded smoothly.

    Moreover, the search operation to locate other subjugation teams was progressing well.

    As of yesterday, the position of the subjugation team that entered the Hole in Nigeria had been confirmed.

    This meant three of the seven subjugation teams had located each other.

    The remaining four teams should soon be found.

    'It was concerning when all the devices we brought stopped working.'

    The results came surprisingly quickly.

    Fueled by these achievements, the Association players set out again today for the search.

    Moments ago, a large-scale area-of-effect magic was detected several kilometers away.

    The battle implied that the monsters and player forces had clashed.

    The players, during the search, moved swiftly to investigate the scene.

    And it wasn't long before traces emerged.

    Along with a powerful heat, the thick smell of burning hit first, as if it hadn't cooled completely.

    "Cough, cough!"

    "Oh, what a stench...."

    The smell and heat were so overpowering that it was difficult to breathe.

    "Quiet!"

    Reprimanding the coughing members, one player drew his sword and spoke.

    "Don't let your guard down. The one who cast that magic could be a nemesis-rank or legion commander."

    "I know, I know. How many times do you have to repeat the same...?"

    Frustrated by the repeated admonition, he couldn't finish his sentence.

    Instead, he fell silent, aghast.

    It was worth the shock when they crested the gentle slope of the hill they were climbing.

    "What... what is all this...."

    Not only were there piles of monster carcasses, charred and crackling, subtly still burning.

    Some already entirely incinerated, leaving behind nothing but gray ashes.

    The ground, coated black, was completely obscured.

    "Wow... if we had encountered them alone, we'd have been wiped out?"

    "... If the one who cast the magic was on the enemy side, it's an extermination angle."

    "It doesn't seem like it, though. If it was the monster side, there should be player corpses too. There are only monster remains."

    "Normal players are smaller than monsters. Which means they burn faster. If we don't know what those ashes were originally, we can't be sure..."

    The conversation among the players abruptly ceased.

    The sense of someone approaching from above the void was palpable.

    Though their Mana wasn't caught by detection magic, likely having it suppressed.

    The hypersensitive senses of the Gold ranks detected the presence of something alive.

    Possibly, the entity responsible for this devastation.

    Just as they gripped their weapons, he revealed himself.

    "Which Hole did you enter from?"

    Luckily, he was a player, not a monster.

    There was no need for formal introductions to identify his identity.

    Known globally to the extent that if one didn't know him, they'd be considered an alien spy, it was K.

    "W-we entered through Hole 7 located in Norway."

    "If you head 2 hours in the direction of 5 o'clock from here, you'll find the search team from the subjugation group that entered through Japan's Hole 4. Share base camp coordinates once you join them."

    Before the player could even complete his reply, K leaped off effortlessly into the air.

    Left standing, the group observed the sight with an inexplicable sense of unease.

    Even as K's figure receded in the distance, their eyes blinked in contemplation only briefly.

    One among them, who grasped the nature of the unsettling feeling, spoke first.

    "... He's alone?"

    "Ah, damn."

    "He did this alone?"

    "Is that even possible? Is he even human?"

    As murmurs swept through the group, someone at the rear of the search party muttered suddenly.

    "In some ways, he's a monster too."

    In a moment, everyone's attention focused on him.

    "Didn't you see him hunting that turtle in Bulgaria?"

    No one denied his words.

    Everyone had thought similarly, even if they hadn't voiced it.

    Perhaps, this war had fostered a creature more dangerous than the very monsters that preyed on humans—such a notion crossed their minds.

    * * *

    I stationed twelve apostles in Korea.

    So far, two have died.

    Objectively, this number wasn't particularly high.

    But with each death, my tension grew.

    The time in which I and my apostles existed differed from here.

    'I can't tell if the two died within an hour or over ten hours.'

    According to Gilenios' explanation, distorting the gap meant partly detaching that space from the current dimension.

    This caused a byproduct where space-time tangled.

    -That space slows down as it's perceived as a subject for destruction.

    -Then it stops entirely, ending in actual oblivion.

    -As long as the original dimension and God are unharmed, it's not significant. Losing a finger or two doesn't kill a person, does it?

    Naturally, it was favorable for us.

    It meant the time the apostles needed to endure shortened, and I had more time to escape.

    Of course, this luck didn't come without consequences.

    -When the space reverts to its original state, there will be backlash.

    Time that hadn't flowed would rush forward all at once.

    Those inside the twisted space would find several days passing suddenly.

    The longer one stayed in the distorted space, the higher the possibility of death by affliction upon returning to the original dimension.

    Though prepared with various high-calorie foods, including IV fluids.

    'It's not beneficial for this to take long.'

    Damned System.

    New elements and characters included:

    - 일본의 플레이어(Japanese player) = 일본의 플레이어(Japanese player)(na)

    - 금패(Gold rank) = 금패(Gold rank)(na)

    - 게이트 재배치 이용권(Gate Repositioning Ticket) = 게이트 재배치 이용권(Gate Repositioning Ticket)(it)

    - 비하르인(Biharin) = 비하르(Biharin)(they)
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    Except for the initial brief moments, the consumption of divinity was not that active.

    It was used so sporadically during the battle that it was hard to believe it was indeed a battle, as if there was a considerable time difference.

    The purification records displayed on the Alpha management program fluctuated and were a mess.

    I had stationed Hasan, who was capable of purifying monsters, in Seoul in my place.

    However, I couldn't discern whether he was faithfully doing his job or slacking off.

    He was someone who had grown too accustomed to backstabbing, which raised a slight worry.

    'It would be dangerous if this is during battle...'

    When the use of divinity was minimal, I occasionally pushed the force button through the Alpha management program.

    It was about all I could do, trapped here.

    Could it be that I made a mistake?

    Was my judgment wrong leading to a disaster?

    As time passed, my anxiety continued to mount.

    The fact that I had to patiently wait for the system to arrive irritated me.

    Thus, over the past five days, I vented my frustration by sweeping away more monsters.

    Among the things I found out in the process was...

    'There's fewer of them.'

    The number of monsters remaining here was fewer compared to those I had driven away while destroying Biharin.

    Even with a rough visual estimate, it was evident there were fewer.

    "It should be roughly three times this number to match the scale..."

    Moreover, there weren't many Evolved Species either.

    This might mean there is another monster holding area similar to this one.

    Perhaps with Omby crossing over, a hole connected to that side might have opened?

    "I'm glad I decided to follow."

    If I had remained stubborn and stayed on Earth, leaving the players who crossed over here behind, the future would have been extremely tough.

    Letting out a sigh of relief secretly, I became engrossed in the monster sweep.

    I soon discovered something strange.

    "What is this?"

    It was approximately one meter in size.

    With a protruding snout and perked ears.

    A long tail stretched out behind where it sat.

    Claws gripping a massive entity ahead.

    It had a form combining both a rat and a human.

    Though I hadn't killed them, these limp creatures, which seemed already dead, were something I was familiar with.

    'Dolls.'

    They were filled with a black substance.

    There were possibly dozens of them, all lying limp as if they were unable to function anymore, like dead bodies.

    'Why didn't they cross over to Earth and died here instead?'

    The phrase "killed" seemed more appropriate.

    Since the piled-up bodies seemed disposed of as if they were discarded.

    The strangest part was the trace left at the corners of their mouths.

    "It looks like blood..."

    It wasn't the monsters' black blood; rather, it was red blood that had dried and turned brown.

    It's quite odd since all the bodies piled here shared this state.

    'It's as if something was gnawed on.'

    After muttering this to myself, I realized it was a rather plausible inference.

    "Consumed, huh..."

    If only I could access Finelpenia's authority to view past records in such a situation.

    In frustration, I swept the black ground.

    Hoping to discover something, I dissected the rat-like doll carcasses entirely.

    However, these creatures had no organs.

    Although there were clear blood and flesh traces on the hair and teeth around the mouths.

    They simply didn't have the organs to consume and store it.

    It was impossible to open them to check the contents inside.

    "What could these creatures that don't need to eat have been so eagerly consuming?"

    While muttering in frustration, I had a sudden thought.

    Something that Omby would have consumed, hidden somewhere in this space.

    'Could it be the Seed of Divinity captured from Rice Cake's dimension?'

    Maybe they consumed the primordial god of that place here.

    Indeed, what these creatures had consumed wouldn't have simply disappeared without a trace.

    It surely impacted Omby, as they were all connected.

    As I was about to delve into thoughts, recalling the thread attached above the dolls' head,

    "The trait Berserker is activated."

    "The system transitions to support mode. Support target player Kang Hyunwoo."

    The message window updated.

    Then, I felt hands freely kneading me as if I was a clay doll.

    《System Message》

    Kang Hyunwoo! Kang Hyunwoo! Are you alright? You are safe, right?

    Finally, the system that succeeded in breaching the gate arrived.

    * * *

    Rashar parried the descending black blade aimed at her.

    Clank-!

    The blade housing the puppet motif chipped upon impact.

    It wasn't the first time it happened.

    The sword Rashar wielded was already in a tattered state.

    Even though it was a legendary-tier artifact borrowed from the guild.

    It noticeably worn away with each clash against the doll's corrupted divinity.

    'It's already been two hours since the battle started.'

    Not only the sword, but the combatants were quite exhausted as well.

    Though restoring injuries with potions, physical limits couldn't be overcome.

    If the purpose wasn't containment rather than annihilation, it would have been survivable to this extent.

    If they seriously intended to kill the monster, most would already be dead.

    "Khup!"

    Rashar resisted the immense force pressing on her by pushing her sword out more.

    Yet, her feet were what ended up being pushed back.

    Scritch, scrape.

    Rashar and the puppet's power struggle clearly leaned in the puppet's favor.

    However, the power she possessed was not limited to physical strength alone.

    "Hrrrgh!"

    A golden bolt of lightning surged up along the sword as if taking flight.

    The puppet furrowed its brow, recoiling its body back as soon as it made contact.

    Rashar closed in the distance, thrusting her blade sharply.

    The blade meeting resistance from the corrupted divinities hinting at an unwillingness to yield easily.

    Rashar gritted her teeth at the sword multiplied into a dozen or so blades.

    Then, a lightning bolt came crashing down from the sky.

    'Puppet!'

    While not overly threatening, it was enough to split the puppet's attention.

    Rashar didn't miss this gap.

    She swiftly slashed the puppet's neck as if decapitating it.

    "The main body?!"

    As soon as the combat ended, Horfe shouted breathlessly.

    Upon confirming the puppet's demise, Rashar responded by leaping off the ground.

    "Gretman followed last!"

    Two hours into the apostles' joint attack.

    Omby wasn't particularly aggressive in the battle.

    Instead, it managed to fend off apostles and combatants by creating dolls from cutting its body.

    Each time, they continued to approach the spatial boundary.

    This was the reason Rashar was facing the puppet alone a moment ago.

    Horfe was also stranded earlier upon being grabbed by a puppet.

    Not only them but most other combatants.

    Gretman was the last to pursue Omby.

    By strength, none of those here could confidently claim victory over him.

    'He cannot wield Berserker.'

    Therefore, they must catch up as soon as possible.

    Watch Omby's agenda revealed by constantly approaching the boundary.

    'He must indeed be trying to escape from here.'

    Such a thing could not be allowed. They must hold out until Hyunwoo arrived.

    With gritted teeth, Rashar and Horfe sprinted through the debris-stricken city.

    A bit later, they detected the sounds of clashing weapons, shouts, and explosive bangs.

    Following the sounds, soon,

    "Push it away!"

    They discovered the stranded individuals who were grabbed by another puppet prior were confronting the main body alongside Gretman.

    Yang Taeho, Kim Yul, and even Yang Hyewon.

    Excluding Gretman, all were players.

    'It's dangerous!'

    Players faced a disadvantage when confronting Omby compared to the Biharin.

    Since they responded almost immediately to monstruous characteristics.

    They didn't slowly lose their wits like the Biharin.

    Moreover, currently, Hasan, another Alpha capable of purifying manifested monstruous characteristics, was stranded elsewhere.

    Rashar and Horfe jumped into the fray without a second thought.

    At that moment, in an effort to evade rock spikes created by Yang Taeho, Omby leapt off the ground.

    Simultaneously, it cut off its flesh again.

    That flesh swelled and formed into another puppet.

    "Yul!"

    "Hyewon!"

    Yang Hyewon and Kim Yul quickly took charge of the two puppets waiting opportunistically in the void.

    Closing in the gap, Rashar and Horfe simultaneously kicked Omby.

    Omby, who was hurled through the air like a projectile, crashed onto the open four-lane road.

    Boom, crack!

    The already riven asphalt road became a mess.

    "Deploy the authority!"

    A hastened shout from someone resonated, Rashar reacting to it was.

    It was she who could unleash the most formidable authority among the apostles present.

    Rashar directed a Berserker toward Omby who was embedded into the ground.

    Boom, bang!

    However, unfortunately, she couldn't land a direct hit on the target.

    As a rumble spread through the ground, Omby dodged the Berserker and surged toward them.

    Two shadows leaped forward to intercept it.

    Horfe and Gretman.

    As the two collided with Omby's main body, a colossal gust swept through.

    Meanwhile, another unfamiliar shadow appeared behind Omby.

    It was yet again cutting off its flesh to form a new puppet.

    Rashar sprinted at full speed as she witnessed the puppet's formation.

    'The number of puppets was indeed limited.'

    So far, at most, Omby created 8 puppets simultaneously.

    It had never created more than that.

    It was likely due to a restriction related to causality.

    'A new one means the apostles who stayed at other spots have succeeded in hunting one down.'

    The new addition to the apostle ranks was quite renowned in Korea.

    If they eliminated another puppet, reinforcements would soon join.

    Even if she hung onto this puppet, they wouldn't let the main body slip away easily.

    Rashar seized the rear of the puppet with-nimble movement.

    And to prevent it from hindering her comrades engaging the main body, she wielded her sword.

    Berserker engulfed in the sword fiercely cleaved through the void.

    "Huh...?"

    It even bisected a newly forming puppet.

    Throughout the previous two hours, cutting the puppet necessitated Rashar gritting her teeth due to its toughness.

    Yet, what she just cleaved through felt as if slicing tofu—soft.

    It dawned on her then that this was a mere illusion by Omby, not a true puppet.

    "Shah!"

    At the call of Horfe, Omby's hand emanated corrupted divinity.

    Brandishing it like a whip.

    Instinctively raising her sword to block, Rashar's blade couldn't withstand the assault.

    As soon as it made contact with the whip forged from corrupted divinity, the already chipped and cracked blade shattered.

    Fragments flung in every direction, embedding into Rashar's body.

    Alongside that, the corrupted divinity, unblocked by her blade, advanced right in her face.

    "Kuhh!"

    Caught off guard by the staggering impact, she unconsciously let out a cry.

    Rashar was promptly flung against a building.

    Boom, bang!

    Piercing through the wall, she broke through another building's wall again.

    It was only after bursting through three buildings' walls could Rashar collapse onto the debris pile.

    "Urgh... Cough!"

    The injury inflicted due to a moment's negligence was quite severe.

    As a testament, when she tried rising, she had to cough up blood.

    Had she not decided to amass Berserker near the pit of her stomach at that moment,

    'It would have pierced through.'

    Without a doubt, the corrupted divinity would've punctured right through her.

    Of course, it wasn't that she was any better now.

    Not only did she lose two ribs, but her insides were also completely turned around.

    The largest injury came from the shard of the broken blade embedded in her wrist.

    Nevertheless, there was no time to wallow there.

    'I need... need to return quickly...'

    Damned System!

    **New Elements and Characters**:

    1. 하산 = Hasan(he)

    2. 알파 관리 프로그램 = Alpha management program(it)

    3. 퓨전 몬스터 = Fusion Monster(it)

    4. 인형 = Doll(they)
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    I, Rashar, again coughed up blood as I searched through my spatial magic tool. I was trying to find the extra sword and potion I had brought along. The shock from before had paralyzed my body, making it difficult to move. Nevertheless, I stubbornly used the chance to rummage through the pocket of hidden space while I was thrown off the battlefield.

    Outside, rumbling noises continued while I searched for my sword. It was clear that other members who had fallen behind were returning.

    "Good, it's too early to give up."

    There was still a chance. I remained faithful to my role. Drawing the extra sword I had, I opened the potion bottle. Carefully, I pulled out the blade lodged in my wrist and poured the potion on the wound. Just as I was about to drink the remaining potion to recover internally, there was a sharp sound slicing through the air.

    I suddenly saw the corrupted divinity—it was aiming directly at me, flying in a straight line. Aware of the ambush, I raised my sword, but it was already too late. I accepted that I might lose an arm.

    In that split second, the ground shifted. It was Yang Taeho's magic, a stone barrier. That brief moment when the corrupted divinity shattered through the layers of piled stone gave me the time to raise my sword again. This allowed me to block the incoming attack.

    Successfully repelling the attack, I kicked the pile of fallen cement. Just as I exited the building, the corrupted divinity trailed behind, snapping like a whip. To evade it persistently targeting me, I twisted my body.

    Whoosh.

    The corrupted divinity narrowly grazed past my skin, and I swung down with my sword.

    Clang.

    Though it made my hand tingle, I couldn't slice it down. To make matters worse, the cursed divinity, which had maintained a thickness as wide as my forearm, started to change shape. It split into multiple branches as if to coil around me.

    Barely scattering the puppet in fear, I fled, only to find shadows descending simultaneously from above and behind me.

    Boom.

    Yang Taeho shoved me aside as he gritted his teeth, holding up his shield. He felt as if he was pinned under a huge mountain. Each vein was strained to its limit to endure the weight pressing against his shield.

    'A new doll, huh!'

    It was an entirely black doll with only its eyes shining brightly red.

    'He managed to create another one in that short time!'

    Just as I was about to thrust my sword toward the doll, a relentless onslaught of corrupted divinity began.

    "Damn it!"

    I was only able to remain unharmed thanks to Yang Taeho. He was the one who created the golden canopy that enveloped us.

    It was a trait left by the late Temoria. It remained embedded within the game's program, still in operation.

    Thanks to it, we were able to hold off the sudden surge of corrupted divinity.

    Yang Taeho steadied his breath as he collected his shield, speaking up, "It seems we both got kicked further than expected."

    "Yes, it seems that way."

    Thudding noises echoed repeatedly as numerous corrupted divinities struck the barrier. The overwhelming amount made it impossible to secure a view of the outside situation.

    I frowned as I recalled the pitch-black doll I had seen earlier. 'I definitely sensed restraint in using divinity...'

    Judging from Ombi's actions, it wasn't a misconception. What Ombi usually did was either create puppets or use monstrous transformations to drive us away. Direct attacks using corrupted divinity as is were almost nonexistent.

    Yet the corrupted divinity that seemed to persistently chase me a moment ago, and the countless entities now striking down the golden canopy—perhaps, possibly, I felt the blood inside me gradually turn cold at the speculation.

    "Perhaps, after I was knocked away, ombi..."

    Yang Taeho nodded with a hardened expression before I even finished speaking.

    "The attitude changed suddenly. It was like that after I got hit and landed nearby too."

    Listening to him, I realized he had also been knocked away by Ombi and thrown to the outskirts. That black doll had chased Yang Taeho and lunged at me upon spotting me.

    "This is serious..."

    "It is."

    Both of us sighed heavily almost simultaneously.

    'Ombi must have changed his mind at some point.'

    Rather than pushing us off, ombi decided to eliminate us all as quickly as possible.

    Perhaps he judged this method would, in the long run, and as a result, conserve more divinity.

    Given the altered circumstances, the battle was bound to become far more dangerous than before.

    Indeed, ominous thunderous sounds continued to resonate in the distance, sending chills down my spine. The ground occasionally trembled as huge dust clouds continued to rise, looming over tall buildings.

    It was evident that an intense clash was happening.

    'How far could I last the moment I step outside this canopy?'

    Unconsciously, I clenched my hands tightly and shut my eyes. Despite standing on battlefields from a young age, fear of death always felt terrifying.

    'But I can't just stay hidden here.'

    As a combatant, the burden on those outside would only grow with my absence.

    I needed to return to the battlefield without delay.

    Regaining my composure, I opened my eyes to see Yang Taeho adjusting his grip on the shield. Without needing words, we had both arrived at the same conclusion. We had to act before it was too late and do our part, even if it meant risking death.

    At that moment, with a determination as if mirrored from another world, we formed the same thoughts concurrently.

    "Can you pave a way as close to him as possible? I'll handle sweeping the sides and rear."

    "I'll hammer through, so aim for the opening."

    "Yes."

    The two of us moved simultaneously following a brief strategy session.

    Yang Taeho lifted the canopy, charging forth like an enraged bull.

    Thunderous, earth-shattering magic churned the ground and split the air, demolishing everything in its path ahead—a charge often referred to as another trait of tanks.

    I followed closely behind Yang Taeho.

    Though the corrupted divinity rebounded off the shield and adjusted trajectory to target us from behind, I, armed with sharp puppets, struck them down relentlessly.

    With such a vast number dulling visibility, I could have missed one or two.

    Yet, I used every sense in my body to strike down the corrupted divinity targeting us.

    "Ugh!"

    Each attack—the weight—was overwhelming, causing my palm to sting as if it was being ripped apart with every strike. My sword whimpered in protest. The new sword too seemed unlikely to endure this battle for long.

    'Regardless, I'd grit my teeth and wield the sword until it shattered.'

    Cling, clang! Clang clang!

    The fierce offensive, without an inch of backing down from either side, continued for a while.

    Soon Yang Taeho, leading the charge, reached the vicinity of the target.

    "Haaah!"

    He swung his hammer with all his might, as promised.

    Smack!

    The hammer had aimed for the doll's head but hit its left shoulder instead due to a last-minute dodge by the doll.

    Crack, crunch.

    Unable to endure the power of the blunt force, the doll's body crumpled.

    At that moment, I had already leaped over Yang Taeho's shoulder, releasing an unprecedented amount of authority.

    Golden lightning shot out in all directions, as if moving with purpose, striking down the corrupted divinity at once.

    The golden light collecting on my sword turned dazzlingly intense, as tears welled up.

    Swinging my sword aiming for the doll's neck, the doll countered with its still-functional right arm.

    Driven purely by the intent to sever the neck, I struck without a hint of defense.

    By a hairsbreadth, I successfully lodged my sword into the doll's neck.

    Exposed, I became vulnerable to its attack.

    This time, Yang Taeho did not protect me. Instead of shielding me, he deemed it better to capitalize on the opportunity I created to ensure the doll's demise.

    Thud, smash!

    Propelled away like a ragdoll, I tumbled through several buildings.

    Meanwhile, Yang Taeho, after smashing the doll, swung his hammer upwards with all his might from below.

    As my sword had pierced through, severing roughly half the doll's neck as I flew off—the outcome from hammering in the direction of the wound was inevitable.

    Crack, tear.

    The jawbone was utterly crushed, causing the remaining muscles and skin supporting the neck to tear apart.

    Thunk, thunk, clatter.

    The head rolled pathetically amidst the ruins after being severed from the body.

    Once the doll perished, the corrupted divinity dominating the previously chaotic space disintegrated all at once.

    Upon confirming it was over, Yang Taeho immediately dashed toward the direction I had flown.

    "Hey! Are you alright......."

    He, however, was forced to gape midway through his query.

    What he beheld after weaving through the remnants of the buildings—was utter chaos.

    It had been only 5 to 10 minutes since the two of us had been knocked away from the main body at most.

    Yet in that brief time, a vast open space had emerged in the city's heart.

    "What the hell am I witnessing now...."

    It hadn't been like this before we were thrown off.

    Back then, though there were crumbling and overturned structures here and there, buildings still stood tall, maintaining discernible road structures.

    Though damaged, the remnants of the city still existed.

    But several minutes later?

    It was just desolation everywhere—everything in sight had collapsed.

    The devastation we hadn't been able to see due to the obstructing buildings during the battle with the doll.

    Within several kilometers ahead, not a single intact building remained.

    The mystery behind the ominous ground tremors lay revealed.

    If anything, continuous rumbling and thunderous sounds in the distance indicated that this damned conflict wasn't over yet.

    "Keuhn... For now."

    While Yang Taeho was bewildered, I shakily rose, and after gulping down a healing potion, spoke.

    "Let's move."

    We had to reunite with the others to maintain our forces and prevent further casualties.

    Yang Taeho nodded with a resolute expression and we began sprinting.

    How far did we travel?

    Unlike the ruins filled with cement and steel, buildings still lingered near the new battleground.

    However, as we drew closer to the source of the booms, our expressions grew even more stern.

    'Two newly appointed apostles.'

    Amidst our path, we came across a body.

    We hastened our pace with growing urgency.

    "Something's coming!"

    I sensed an approaching presence swiftly, prompting me to raise my sword.

    Yang Taeho stepped in front of me just in time.

    Crash, crunch!

    Someone fell nearby.

    "Ugh...."

    Though unconscious and quivering in pain, it was unmistakably—

    "Hyewon!"

    I hurried to lift her.

    Yang Taeho suddenly intervened, throwing her over his shoulder and shouted, "No time to waste. Splash some potion over!"

    I too understood.

    Thus, I complied without hesitation.

    The three of us, or more accurately the two of us and our unconscious comrade, drew ever closer to the explosions.

    Then—

    "Ah...."

    There was Horfe, weakly resisting with Ombi's hand clamped around his neck.

    Beside him lay Greg, abandoned in a pool of blood.

    The pool at his prone body steadily expanded, likely due to ongoing bleeding.

    They weren't alone; other apostles were scattered, too.

    More than half of them, however, had no mana reactions.

    Certainly, none were standing on both feet.

    Any desire to continue the battle within us was thoroughly extinguished.

    Instead of conserving our strength, should that bastard move again, even the surviving ones were at risk of annihilation.

    Just as we reached this obvious conclusion, stiffened—

    "Si, sister...."

    A faint voice reached us.

    Swiftly turning, I spotted Kim Yul not far away.

    "I tried to do it as gallantly as Hyung, but...."

    Unable to set his broken leg properly, he groaned in pain.

    I hurried over and began administering first aid.

    In the meantime, Yang Taeho gulped, raising the shield higher as if to protect any survivors.

    Yet his body trembled slightly.

    Ignoring Horfe, ombi finally cast his gaze toward us.

    In front of the impending tragic conclusion, everyone felt a sense of despair.

    - Trouble, troublesome things.

    Just as Ombi threw Horfe aside like baggage, he reached out toward our direction.

    The overwhelming presence felt different from the first encounter.

    We wouldn't win this.

    Death awaited.

    That simple proposition couldn't be denied, leaving us petrified.

    Suddenly.

    Rippp.

    In an unpredictable moment and place, the air split open.

    Emerging from within was the head of a spear familiar to all.

    Damned System.

    **New Elements and Characters**

    라샤르 (Rashar) - her

    양태호 (Yang Taeho) - he

    타락한 신성 (corrupted divinity) - it

    옴빈 (Ombi) - na

    혜원 (Hyewon) - her

    호르페 (Horfe) - he

    그레트 (Greg) - he

    인형 (Doll) - it

    돌진 (Charge) - it
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    Chapter 71: The Decisive Battle (1)

    Tak, taktak.

    With my arms crossed, I tapped my feet impatiently and spoke in a curt voice.

    "Don't you know the meaning of quick? Hurry up."

    I was urging the system, which hadn't yet completed the gate connection work.

    I felt its gaze glaring at me.

    However, I didn't back down and instead glared back more fiercely.

    "If you have time to idle, shouldn't you be connecting faster?"

    The reason I was hurrying the system was simple.

    All the news it had brought was just bad news.

    As I had predicted, new holes continued to open on Earth.

    And what emerged from them was an entire army comprised solely of evolved species.

    With less than half of our forces remaining, it was difficult to confront such a scale.

    Many countries had already retreated and abandoned their capitals repeatedly.

    'I needed to return, and the extermination squad's return was urgent as well.'

    Anxiety made me tap my foot even faster.

    Suddenly, I stiffened, my shoulders trembling.

    "What on earth..."

    The apostles connected to me suddenly started dying en masse.

    Within seconds, there were one, two, three, soon up to four and five.

    Realizing the situation had drastically changed, I yelled out vehemently.

    "System!"

    No longer did I receive a glaring look.

    Instead, the long-awaited gate had opened.

    I tore up the relocation voucher and quickly looked through the window.

    Steadying my sight beyond the entrance, I met eyes with a strange being.

    Resembling a human, yet not quite human.

    Its neck was grotesquely long, double the length of a human's.

    To add to that, its arms were stretched out to the sides, with joints protruding oddly.

    Its somewhat dusky gray skin was wrinkled all over.

    Each of its long, dagger-like claws was threatening, and bright red eyes glistened dangerously from hollow eye sockets.

    A murky shade, as if drenched in blood.

    Standing at the spearhead that entered Earth a step ahead of me was my main enemy.

    Its red eyes began to show signs of bewilderment and dismay.

    After circling around extensively, meeting its face at last unleashed a surge of killing intent.

    The puppet responding to my will also began rampaging wildly.

    Simultaneously, authority, imbued with the firm belief of living beings, surged towards me.

    A fierce anger and murderous intent, powerful enough to incinerate the whole world, were honed sharply within me.

    The spear embedded itself in the creature's shoulder as it attempted to retreat.

    An overwhelming amount of divinity flowed through the spear, causing it to shine densely as if about to explode.

    And indeed, it did explode.

    An overly condensed puppet erupted in an explosion.

    Bang.

    After a clear and neat blast, Omby was thrown away.

    I watched Omby crash into a half-destroyed building and fully exited the gate entrance.

    I clearly saw its skin sliced and its arms dangling.

    At the same time, however, I noticed its rapid recovery while being airborne.

    It was certain this battle wouldn't be easy.

    Taking a deep breath, I scanned my surroundings.

    An utter ruin greeted me, not a single intact sight.

    Even though I had returned to Seoul, it was hard to believe this place was Seoul.

    It wasn't a city; it was sheer devastation.

    More shocking was the battered state of the previously unnaturally noble and arrogant Grette.

    An individual who seemed incapable of dying hung lifelessly in a pathetic condition.

    He had one arm torn off, and his side was severely gouged open.

    His lower body was twisted oddly, as if struck by a massive force from the left.

    However, his condition was comparatively better; at least he was breathing.

    In contrast, Horfe lay a distance away without a single twitch.

    Not even a mana response was detected.

    'Because he's dead.'

    My hands clenched naturally.

    I knew that the last and fifth apostle to Die was Horfe.

    But seeing him truly dead made my insides twist.

    Out of the 12 apostles I stationed in Korea, a total of 7 were casualties.

    Recounting that number made my stomach churn.

    'It's not guilt.'

    In this place, everyone accepted my offer with the expectation of their potential death.

    Thus, saying that I drove them to their deaths was an exaggeration.

    Yet, just a hair's breadth.

    The moment I was urging the system still lingered in my mind.

    'If I had only been faster.'

    Perhaps a better outcome might have ensued.

    I would likely carry this lingering regret my entire life.

    And today, I would use this regret to craft the flames burning within me even more keenly.

    Creak.

    A grating sound emerged from between my tightly clenched teeth.

    At that moment, Omby, who had been cast aside, began moving again.

    The rubble of the ruined building it had crashed into began to stir.

    Gazing steadily in that direction, I gestured.

    "Take care of the wounded."

    Only then did the still mobile apostles begin moving.

    There was no time for greetings or reunions.

    Ignoring their hurried movements, I raised my spear.

    Swish.

    Golden light shone in my eyes as I straightened the spear forward.

    Boom.

    The creature burst from the debris and tried to escape through the air.

    Crunch!

    Golden rain poured down towards Omby.

    "Where do you think you're going?"

    Watching the creature plummet again unable to dodge, I muttered softly.

    "Entering someone's home with dirty feet has its cost."

    That cost would only be paid by its annihilation.

    * * *

    After following incomprehensible orders from the association to keep distance from the Hole and retreat...

    "Monsters!"

    "Stop them! Use whatever means necessary!"

    "Don't retreat from the front lines. Prepare to Die and hold!"

    Boom, bang!

    "Kiaaaa!"

    Terrifying booms, dizzying explosions, and sinister screams echoed.

    The players were desperately trying to kill the loathsome monsters.

    The reason a battle suddenly erupted in the city center was simple.

    As soon as the extermination squad crossed the hole arranged by the association, that hole closed, and new holes opened in succession.

    The number floating in the sky had already exceeded a million.

    The number that had once dwindled to zero was now dauntingly large.

    Even before despair could settle, they had to contend with the new monsters emerging from the holes.

    As a result, players who hadn't joined the extermination squad and remained in Seoul were in pandemonium.

    "Kill them!"

    "They're scattering! Stop them!"

    "Aim for the legs! Cripple their mobility!"

    "Argh, it's collapsing!"

    It would have been nice if they could focus solely on battling.

    Unfortunately, there were too many concerns to deal with.

    More than 80% of civilians had already evacuated from Seoul, so there was no worry of major casualties.

    But being a city meant there were too many hiding spots.

    Moreover, they couldn't just destroy them haphazardly.

    Due to the blame that would come from player groups after the battle.

    Combat in the city inevitably followed with criticism and insults.

    Because individuals could suffer unbearable financial losses due to the battles.

    Criticism, rebuke, resentment, hatred, and even curses sometimes.

    Players couldn't escape from the negative outcomes, resulting in them being troubled.

    The one consolation was that this was Seoul.

    It was paradoxical, but it wasn't entirely wrong.

    "Simultaneous monster appearance at 12, 2, and 8 o'clock directions!"

    "Unleash area skills!"

    "What about the buildings?!"

    "Instead of worrying, wipe them out!"

    "Ugh, I don't know anymore!"

    "The Guildmaster will take care of it!"

    Seoul was also the city where the Palao Guild's headquarters was located.

    Their basic policy was to focus on the task at hand without worrying about future consequences.

    Responsibility fell not on the players but on Hyunwoo, the Guildmaster.

    - Those entities are harm that shouldn't be on Earth. Compromise and calculations are unnecessary. Kill whatever you see first. Any resulting issues will be handled at the guild level.

    Thus, don't ask or hesitate—obliterate any monster on sight.

    Following unwavering instructions since the foundation of the guild, Palao guild members didn't overthink when faced with monsters.

    For them, the moment of encounter left only one choice.

    "Die!"

    Slay until no living monsters remained.

    Therefore, wielding powerful magic brought no hesitation.

    Craack-!

    The ground split open.

    Boom!

    Flames erupted, engulfing the monsters.

    Swish!

    A wind magic pursued creatures attempting to flee their fiery demise.

    With the shock, building windows shattered all at once.

    Some structural frameworks couldn't endure the repeated explosions and collapsed entirely.

    Yet, normals, who couldn't use magic, didn't idle either.

    "Where do you think you're going?!"

    "Bring it on, you monstrous bastard!"

    "Today's your death anniversary!"

    They pursued monsters escaping the range of area skills and magic.

    No stray creatures dared remain on Earth's soil.

    Without hesitation, they swung bladed weapons infused with red mana.

    Black blood splattered everywhere.

    It pooled into puddles, which flowed like streams towards lower areas due to its sheer volume.

    "Exterminate!"

    "For victory!"

    "Protect the land where my family lives!"

    Players not worrying about future consequences wielded incredible power.

    Their influence in Seoul wasn't trivial.

    The Palao Guild was the largest private guild in Korea concerning player occupancy.

    No single organization, aside from the association, had as many members as the Palao Guild.

    In particular, seoul, being Hyunwoo's hometown and where his family resided, was brimming with guild members.

    To make matters more challenging, the many members here were overwhelmingly above average player levels.

    Thanks to the foundational hell training crafted by Shamel with utmost dedication.

    Numerous relics and items acquired through exclusive missions delivered by Hyunwoo with a heart like raising chicklets.

    The practical hunting schedules drafting by Hyunwoo's installed Spartan ideology.

    After undergoing all these processes, honed members meticulously and perfectly slaughtered the monsters.

    Other guild players, swept in this fervor, began igniting their fighting spirits.

    Screeches and screams of monsters echoed from all over the city.

    The army of evolved species was diminishing at a surprising rate.

    But as with all things, a peak monsoon brings a drought.

    When there's a flourishing moment, a decline is bound to follow, and a thriving age ends with a descending period.

    "Huff, huff!"

    "How much longer?"

    "4 hours until shift-change!"

    With battles dragging on for days, players quickly tired.

    Their forces were weaker than usual in confronting the monsters.

    Players worldwide were conscripted into the extermination squad.

    Overall preparedness was noticeably lacking.

    Constant deployment without proper rest led to exhaustion, with injuries and casualties escalating.

    The common tragedy of comrades becoming fodder for monsters was all too familiar—a sorrow not given special significance.

    Everyone barely managed with the tragic scenes playing out before their eyes.

    Compounding the situation further.

    "Great Earth-attribute nemesis-grade emergence in Yeongdeungpo-gu!"

    A nemesis-grade monster, one that took several Platinum ranks to subdue, had crossed over.

    Those in the association receiving the news turned pale.

    Damned System.

    **New Elements and Characters:**

    - 옴비 = Omby(it)

    - 그레트만 = Grette(he)

    - 게이트 = gate(it)

    - 한국 = Korea(it)

    - 서울 = Seoul(it)

    - 영등포구 = Yeongdeungpo-gu(it)
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    Chapter 71: Decisive Battle (2)

    "Damn it!"

    To hunt a nemesis-rank, the Platinum rank players had to be gathered.

    The reason top-tier players like Hyunwoo could hunt a nemesis-rank alone was because they were strong.

    The nemesis-rank wasn't weak; they were a calamity, capable of destroying entire cities as a single entity.

    Players who had faced nemesis-rank monsters on the battlefield knew this truth better than anyone.

    As the monster roared, trampling the National Assembly building immediately upon exiting the Hole, everyone instinctively stepped back.

    "This is not a creature you can take on by yourself!"

    Especially in Seoul, the apostles capable of using the golden lightning, referred to as puppets, were all absent.

    The battle against the nemesis-rank would rely entirely on the power of those remaining here.

    This meant they had to step back, reorganize, and conduct a systematic raid.

    Players who had any strength left quickly gathered under the Association's directive.

    The Platinum rank players, who needed to directly hit the nemesis-rank at the front lines, were no exception.

    As soon as they replenished their mana with potions, they were thrust into the fight against the nemesis-rank.

    How much time passed since the clash, intending to kill one another, began?

    Suddenly, space near the Yeouido Han River Park began to split.

    And from there, people began to pour out.

    "Wow! Finally back home... wait, what?"

    "Quickly, a shower... huh?"

    "Is something wrong with my eyes? What is all this?"

    The faces of those who emerged with fresh expressions swiftly turned grim.

    Witnessing the half-collapsed National Assembly and the nemesis-rank and players battling furiously nearby, along with the black smoke and monstrous sounds rising from various parts of Seoul—those who comprehended the situation gritted their teeth and shouted.

    "These detestable creatures...!"

    "Those unethical bastards, daring to loot an empty home?!"

    "Everybody's dead meat! Charge!"

    The subjugation team, which had crossed the Hole before this chaos erupted, had returned.

    This wasn't merely a concern limited to Seoul.

    Players drafted into subjugation teams around the world began to return.

    Many among them had accumulated enough Reputation to use VIP Shops.

    Thanks to this, finally.

    "The numbers in the sky are decreasing!"

    The numbers in the sky, which seemed to refuse to decrease, began to move.

    Those who had been busy just hunting the monsters crawling out of the Holes had started a counterattack.

    With the tide slowly beginning to turn away from the invaders.

    "I... huh?"

    A player deeply engrossed in battle suddenly paused, shivering his shoulders.

    He felt an inexplicable chill as a breeze brushed past his neck.

    Without realizing it, the player held his breath and glanced around.

    "Hey, what's wrong with you all of a sudden?"

    "Party leader?"

    The players who were moving with him turned to ask, noticing his abnormal behavior.

    Because of this, the 5-star evolved species they had been chasing moments ago began to escape.

    Nevertheless, the player continued to search around, as if looking for something.

    The breeze he felt was unsettling.

    'Just why...'

    A chill crept down his spine, and his heart was pounding madly.

    His rare Trait, survival Instinct, had activated.

    The Trait that had saved his and his party's lives countless times when on the brink of death.

    The player swallowed dryly as he focused on the wind blowing from an unknown direction.

    He planned to dash as far as he could from the direction the wind was blowing.

    "Everyone, let's get out of here..."

    But just before he could put strength into his legs and leap.

    "Ah...?"

    The player sensed something amiss and swallowed his words.

    For the wind was indeed blowing from 9 o'clock to 3 o'clock.

    Yet a strange phenomenon was occurring about 1 km away.

    The hem of someone's clothing, caught on an overturned, partially destroyed vehicle, was fluttering towards where he stood.

    This meant that the wind in that location was blowing from 3 o'clock to 9 o'clock.

    Only then did the player realize the wind wasn't blowing from somewhere,—it was being drawn in.

    "We're being sucked in..."

    Somewhere within the space between them and the clothing on the vehicle.

    "What's he been muttering on about?"

    At the moment when the party members, who were concerned about him, approached closely.

    "Run!"

    The player grabbed their clothes and arms and dashed unexpectedly.

    "Wh-what? What's going on suddenly?!"

    "Come on, let's go!"

    "Ahhhh, at least tell us why we're running!"

    "Just get away! As far as possible!"

    They dashed frantically, pushing through the wind that blew in the opposite direction from them, with their breath catching at their throats.

    Still, the chilling sensation threatening him persisted.

    No, it was growing stronger.

    As if despite moving further away from an unknown center point, the wind was growing stronger.

    Faster and stronger.

    With each passing second, the wind intensified.

    It soon whipped around furiously, making it hard to keep their eyes open.

    It was difficult to keep their balance.

    They felt they might be blown away at any moment.

    Yet, the player stubbornly dragged, pushed, and pulled his party members further to get away.

    "I'll use magic, so do your best!"

    The player with the earth attribute mana accumulated a mound of soil, pushing them forward.

    After advancing several more meters.

    "Ahhh!"

    "Ack!"

    Suddenly, all resistance vanished.

    The fierce racing forward led them to tumble over together.

    Some collided face-first onto the asphalt road, while others lost their balance and staggered.

    Of them, the one who first realized the abnormal phenomena regained composure the quickest.

    The relief reminiscent of surviving a life-or-death situation in the past enveloped him.

    They had escaped an unknown threat!

    As if his legs gave way, he sank to the ground, turning his creaking head.

    The space they had occupied just moments ago.

    An incomprehensible sight began to unfold in front of them.

    All kinds of structures twisted, and then started to draw inwards.

    It seemed like not just structures but entire spaces were being torn away.

    It was astonishing.

    Why was that side being sucked in while the ground on this side remained intact?

    'What on earth is going on...?'

    The bizarre scene made it seem as if a line had been drawn, severing the two areas.

    Watching it, unable to find words, a party member murmured beside the player.

    "Come to think of it... isn't this the place where the Hole opened up in the sky?"

    "What?"

    "The Hole, the big one that opened up in the sky initially. It happened around here, didn't it?"

    Upon hearing those words, he finally realized where he stood.

    And he remembered that there had been no remaining troops originally in this area.

    Indeed, five or six days ago, when the Hole appeared in the sky, all troops withdrew, as if retreating.

    As the Association had ordered, they, as mere players, could only comply.

    'Is this chaos because of the Hole?'

    Staring at the almost completely vanished space, the player's brows furrowed.

    The abnormal phenomenon occurring there appeared like an empty hole.

    Then, as if in a blink, a crisp sound echoed—clack!

    A sound reminiscent of something misaligned snapping back into place; or the connecting of a seam.

    Uncertain what it was, it wasn't a situation to dwell on out of curiosity.

    "Ha, haha..."

    The party members were left speechless by the unfolding scene.

    The gaping void abruptly filled in again.

    But the issue was that it looked nothing like before it had been sucked away.

    "What, what is this..."

    "Why is everything suddenly..."

    "Is this really Seoul?"

    The kilometers of what had seemed to be city space lay utterly collapsed.

    When the space was being sucked in, there were still a few intact buildings.

    Now, there was nothing left that could be called a building.

    A barren, open field appeared suddenly amidst a modern city, seeming surreal, if not utterly alien.

    And then the gaze of those who stood there turned to something else.

    Above the ruined rubble, two strands of light shimmered.

    Black and golden.

    As they absorbed the sight of these two lights, extending towards each other without hesitation, their dormant survival instincts roared to life again.

    'I have to get out of here.'

    If they didn't rise and run immediately, they would perish here.

    Despite feeling their instincts scream such a warning, the player could not move.

    The situation exceeded what they could avert with their capabilities.

    It was something akin to a disaster.

    An inescapable disaster, no matter how much they tried to run or struggle.

    They instinctively felt that when those two lights clashed, survival was impossible.

    Yet, the player never saw the collision of the lights.

    Right before they collided, a strong impact hit the back of his head, snuffing out his consciousness.

    His limp body and that of his party members slumped downwards.

    And at that moment, everything in the vicinity was blown away.

    * * *

    Omby attempted several times to escape.

    But I wouldn't let it go so easily.

    As its escape attempts were thwarted repeatedly, Omby's demeanor shifted.

    It abandoned its previous evasion strategy and adopted an offensive stance.

    Had it learned something while wasting time being caught by the apostles?

    'Maybe it's because I'm the opponent.'

    Regardless of the reason, Omby's full rage was no light matter.

    Omby seemed to swell its status and divinity momentarily.

    Part of the seal it had placed on itself was undone.

    Causality immediately flooded in.

    While a large amount of corrupted divinity was in motion, Omby charged at me.

    Yet, before it could approach me closely.

    Creeakk-!

    A crystallized puppet was created.

    Blocking Omby's path, and directly slamming into its side with the puppet.

    - Kraah!

    It was brief but a distinct scream.

    Omby retreated instead of attempting another approach.

    Witnessing this response, suspicion crossed my mind.

    'Not pushing through?'

    It seemed extremely reluctant to come into contact with the puppet.

    I found it strange that there was no special change even after absorbing the vast status of Karlos with the puppet.

    Was it possible there was no change, but I had simply had no chance to confirm it?

    The method to verify was simple.

    'I just need to pour it on.'

    Bang! Boom! Crash!

    The puppet, dropped like a bolt of lightning, relentlessly pursued its target.

    Much more tenacious and accurate in its movements than those used by the apostles.

    Omby, who was scurrying around like a frantic mouse, looked up at me and roared.

    A vast scale of status and corrupted divinity suddenly released, and causality poured in.

    Dozens of strands of corrupted divinity targeted me.

    Behind them, the causality that came to exact the price of divine interference enveloped Omby.

    An enormous amount of corrupted divinity began transferring from Omby to the causality.

    Sheltered inside a crystallized puppet, I watched, smirking.

    It had already undone several seals.

    Simply existing here, it has to pay the price every single moment.

    Unlike me, who can freely use power both inside and outside of causality that matches my status.

    'It's not bad even going for a war of attrition like this.'

    Unfortunately, it didn't seem like Omby wished for that.

    Damned System.

    New Elements & Characters:

    - 희귀 특성, 생존 본능 = Rare Trait, survival Instinct(it)

    - 옴비 = Omby(it)
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    Chapter 71: The Final Battle (3)

    'I suppose he knows that continuing this war of attrition would only waste his own corrupted divinity.'

    Hence, he kept on releasing higher levels of power and divinity.

    Though it wasn't overwhelming, the corrupted divinity, now running wild like a horse with a lost bridle, wasn't targeting me.

    "What a crazy bastard?!"

    Judging by how urgent Gilenios sounded, it seemed like Ombin targeted...

    'Did he attack a twisted rift?'

    I didn't have the authority to tear through space.

    So, I had no power to stop what had already begun.

    That task fell to Gilenios, not me.

    However, since Ombin had the authority of Cacline, there was surely a way.

    "Space is collapsing! We have to get out now, or we'll all be entombed!"

    Predictably, Gilenios dashed out with a deathly pale face, urging me on.

    "Tsk, retreat."

    Without much thought, I chose to take a step back.

    Had the annihilation of this place ensured Ombin's end, I might have chosen to endure.

    I would gladly have faced being buried alive if it meant killing that guy.

    But that wasn't the case.

    Even if this isolated section vanished, ombin would survive.

    'In a bind, both he and I can escape beyond causality.'

    While we're detached from Earth, we're still within causality. Thus, escaping externally is possible.

    Although, after entering the causality once, it's unlikely he'd leave without a fight.

    He could leave whenever he wanted if he truly desired.

    Ultimately, bearing the collapse only meant the apostles would Die.

    Despite deciding to retreat, I harbored no regrets or worries.

    Giving up the battlefield I prepared doesn't equate to defeat.

    Whatever Gilenios did, a powerful gust followed.

    Click.

    The misaligned rift reconnected.

    "Prevent him from fleeing by opening another rift."

    I quickly ordered upon returning to the primary dimension.

    Now that I abandoned the space restraining Ombin, I couldn't ignore his potential movement.

    "I'm already on it! Just, hurry and get something done!"

    When I received Gilenios's anxious response,

    I was already rushing towards Ombin, who was leaping towards the mid-air.

    Ombin's black corrupted divinity and my golden divinity clashed.

    The causality of Earth blocked the interference of divinity, and if it indeed intervened, there was a valid reason for paying the price.

    A clash of divinity against divinity.

    Even though neither side exerted full power, an entire district of Seoul vanished.

    I leisurely floated in mid-air, peering down at the gigantic crater formed at the heart of Seoul.

    The scale of destruction was so overwhelming that estimating the lost wealth was impossible.

    Under normal natural rules, it should be impossible for a single entity to achieve such massive destructive power.

    If everyone could unleash destruction of this magnitude, dimensions would never survive.

    Realizing this surreal battle, I propelled myself downward with mana.

    The thrilling sensation of falling headfirst was no threat to me anymore.

    Boom.

    As soon as I collided with Ombin, the shockwaves shook the ground, scattering all the debris that covered it.

    It was as if shells were fired from a cannon.

    The reeling shock from the collision turned the ruins into even greater ruins.

    - Grr!

    At the end of the subsequent shock, I looked at myself, reflected in Ombin's red eyes filled with murderous intent, greed, and fury.

    I'm sure he saw himself reflected in my eyes too.

    Enough to know how distorted his expression was.

    So I deliberately lifted the corners of my mouth in a grin.

    Seemingly taking the bait, ombin's force became more aggressive.

    Crack!

    The grating sound surfaced as his claws collided with the spear shaft.

    Ombin and I pushed each other apart, creating a distance.

    Though taxing, none of the collisions, holding ground, or the pushing seemed precarious.

    Which meant our physical strength was evenly matched.

    'I did well to undergo the 5th awakening.'

    It was worth risking my life for the challenge.

    Buzz, buzz.

    While spinning the spear left and right, keeping an eye on Ombin, I couldn't help but chuckle.

    The spreading flow of divinity resembled the waves seen when his puppets used the power of monstrosity.

    "This is a bit degrading."

    I glanced at the pathogen message before instinctively carrying out purification.

    "Don't you already know that it won't work on me?"

    His greatest strength and the most dangerous authority, monstrosity, held no weight against me.

    And it wasn't just the monstrosity authority that was nullified.

    Gilenios would handle Cacline's spatial authority.

    Even using the shadow of Senua posed no significant threat to me.

    I could now detect any stealthy approach.

    In the end, the only authorities Ombin could wield against me were mimicry and puppet creation.

    'More puppets would be annoying and bothersome...'

    Barely having finished the thought, ombin tore at his own chest.

    Swaaaash!

    The scattered chunks of flesh swelled up like balloons.

    And then, another slash!

    In seconds, the multiplied puppets rushed at me.

    But instead of dodging, I extended my left hand slightly to the side.

    An instant later, I felt a touch of warmth on my palm.

    It was Rice Cake's snout and jaws that emerged through the rift Gilenios had opened.

    There was no need for convoluted verbal communication with this guy.

    Thanks to that, I could easily borrow Rice Cake's eyes.

    Having lost its natural traits, the wild and messed-up movement of power and the threads connecting Ombin was visible to me.

    Sending puppets to fight individually meant falling for Ombin's intentions.

    'I need to teach him that those wonderful puppets are no longer a threat to me.'

    I focused on the scene unfolding through Rice Cake's eyes.

    All those puppets were linked to Ombin.

    Though I had no idea about the principle, what mattered was the divinity devoured by the puppets transferred to Ombin.

    'If so, couldn't I attack the main body through those puppets?'

    After all, a puppet was a manifestation created from authority.

    It was a good opportunity to test the thought that had lingered in my mind after discovering the remnants of what the puppets devoured.

    Zap!

    Dozens of rampaging threads of divinity struck the multitude of puppets.

    And then, it went beyond.

    I thought there was a possibility of failure, but the divine threads continued moving smoothly.

    With the path well-marked, there was no need to hesitate.

    The advancing movement through the cleared way was almost exhilarating.

    Dozens of puppets became a means to choke Ombin himself.

    - Gyaaa!

    The reaction was immediate.

    Before, all I could do was guess that Ombin had taken a hit by ordinary sight.

    Through Rice Cake's eyes, the difference was clear.

    The weighty clump of power crumbled weakly.

    "His status is being destroyed...!"

    I couldn't hide the joy as I murmured.

    It was more fitting to say it approached annihilation rather than mere destruction.

    I couldn't help but smile brightly even amidst battle.

    The moment when I gained perfect confidence that I could kill him this round.

    In response to my intentions, the divinity surged more fiercely and sharply.

    Ultimately, ombin resorted to severing and discarding his own puppets.

    With the obstacle gone, I immediately leaped and thrust my spear.

    However, ombin gracefully twisted, closing the distance while gliding along the spear shaft.

    Was it to make up for the previous disadvantage?

    His red eyes gleamed with tenacity and exhilaration.

    'Does he intend to mimic my authority?'

    Even in this situation, unable to forsake greed seemed a bit amusing.

    I stared him down as he lunged into my embrace.

    Crack, snap.

    Finally, ombin's grimacing face twisted nastily as he grabbed my neck.

    Conversely, a vibrant smile bloomed on my face as I gazed at him.

    Did he think I kept charging at him with no preparation?

    I couldn't keep fleeing and insisting on long-range combat against him indefinitely.

    I devised a way to block it, and as you see, it was successful.

    I used crystallized divinity as a shield against him.

    Initially, implementing it in real combat was impossible.

    I had such poor skills that I ended up hurting myself.

    'Only after becoming more adept at handling divinity did I see results.'

    Consistent practice turned the impossible into the possible.

    I was able to protect my authority with my own strength.

    Now, I no longer needed to fear close combat with Ombin.

    I parried Ombin's arm away and swung my spear, simultaneously unleashing divine threads.

    The crystallized divinity pierced through Ombin's skin, causing his condensed divinity to explode from within.

    - Whoa!

    Even without Rice Cake's eyes, I knew.

    That his status was crumbling.

    Both monster transformation and spatial authority were blocked, as was the bothersome replication authority.

    Now, ombin's choice was evident.

    - Victory belongs to me!

    He unshackled another seal on himself.

    - Survival is my destiny!

    He seemed unconcerned with the additional cost paid to causality.

    He must have concluded that I was indomitable.

    Fighting within the material world was overwhelmingly advantageous to me.

    I fully exploited this advantage and began to gather divine threads.

    "We'll see about that."

    Boom!

    Was it due to the unnatural clash of powers?

    The sky exhibited a bizarre spectacle.

    Sunlight filtered through clear patches, illuminating the ruined cityscape.

    Dark clouds converged ominously as if ready to burst at any moment, roaring thunderously.

    Within that upheaval, the clash between Ombin and I continued.

    And each time, it was Ombin who crumbled, not me.

    I thought I briefly heard Gilenios's desperate nagging.

    But it barely registered before fading away.

    Boom, boom!

    As I advanced toward the city, devastated civilization markers lay strewn innumerably.

    But I was utterly focused on attacking Ombin, disregarding whether the city was collapsing.

    Including the seal broken a moment ago, it happened five times.

    Ombin was expending an enormous amount of authority.

    The repeated collisions, successive destruction of his status.

    The conditions were enough for Ombin to realize he was cornered.

    If he continued playing by my rules, he risked being pathetically annihilated.

    - Graaah!

    Realizing that, ombin's momentum intensified with a fierce roar.

    Squish!

    Soon, my lunging spear pierced Ombin's abdomen.

    This time, he didn't let the attack pass but accepted it.

    As if he meant to lose some flesh but carve into my bone.

    Just as expected, through the spear that burrowed into Ombin's flesh, black liquid flowed out.

    It spread wide like a web, swallowing me.

    Even if it meant abandoning the spear, I tried to escape.

    But this time, ombin was a step ahead.

    I ended up trapped in the black abyss.

    Damned System.

    ---

    New Elements and Characters:

    - 길레니오스, Gilenios (he)

    - 옴빈, ombin (he)

    - 카클라인, cacline (na)

    - 세노아, senua (na)

    - 백설기, Rice Cake (it)
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    Chapter 71 Decision (4)

    Before I could even attempt to escape, I felt an intense desire.

    "Khuhp..."

    A desperate tenacity to postpone annihilation and continue existing.

    The resolute will that I possessed, and the fervent wish I had, couldn't be described with mere words.

    I felt as if I was being devoured. As if I was sinking into the depths.

    A chilling sensation as if I was losing my own identity, being buried within it.

    If things continued like this, I was certain I would lose my will and dissolve into this abyss.

    A common being would have succumbed to this will and surrendered their life force without hesitation.

    But was that even conceivable?

    Could I come all this way just to lose because of exhaustion?

    Should I reluctantly submit simply because my will was weaker than this creature's?

    "Tell it to shut up."

    I didn't come all this way, through relentless struggle and effort, to be consumed by this entity.

    Grind!

    I clenched my teeth and stared into the abyss of Omby that covered me from all sides as if it was about to consume me.

    "You think I'll get eaten by the likes of you?"

    It's not just that thing that possesses a maniacal tenacity.

    I too, have something I sincerely and desperately wish for.

    Do not presume that just because what it has continued for so long, it is more persistent and intense than mine.

    If it tries to suppress me with its will, I will gladly do the same.

    "You Die here."

    Muttering in a low voice, I sent forth my puppet infused with my intense desire.

    The pure destructive thunder was absorbed into the black abyss as soon as it was created, but I didn't give up and continued to create more puppets.

    I was determined to burn and tear apart all of Omby's obsessions that enveloped me and escape from this place.

    And then, I would erase the damned creature that gifted me this hellish war without leaving a trace.

    I would reclaim the glorious peace I had once lost.

    Crackle!

    The puppet imbued with my will began to incinerate the corrupted divinity that surrounded me.

    In an attempt to suppress my rebellion, the abyss that imprisoned me became thicker and darker.

    But I wouldn't succumb to it.

    The spreading puppets congregated in one place, transforming into a solid form.

    In an instant, BOOM!

    With a massive explosion, a path opened within the abyss that held me captive.

    A sharp enmity sliced me open as if trying to prevent my escape.

    Even though my body was being pierced, I did not back down and confronted it.

    Retreating could reduce my injuries.

    There might be a way to devise a strategy to escape while preserving my life here.

    Since I never wished for death, that option would have been included in my choices.

    But I didn't even glance at that choice, reaching beyond the corrupted divinity.

    My skin was torn, peeled, and set aflame by the intense resistance.

    Yet, without halting, I pushed forward and finally...

    Snap.

    I escaped out of the corrupted divinity that imprisoned me and grabbed Omby's neck.

    The crystallized puppet extending from my fingertips tore through Omby's neck and body.

    - You damn creature!

    I had no intention of ending it here. I intended to obliterate it.

    Even if I was to be torn to shreds and Die here, absolutely, I would do it.

    That was the reason for my divinity's existence.

    It was the utmost recompense I could offer to those I had sacrificed to claim victory thus far.

    "You Die here."

    Was it because of my indomitable spirit?

    Startled, Omby took a step back.

    That one step, the moment its will faltered.

    Omby tried to escape beyond causality as if fleeing.

    Did it judge that releasing more seals here would incur a cost too steep for causality to bear?

    Perhaps it thought that eliminating me first, on the other side of causality, was more urgent.

    Regardless of the reason, I had no intention of letting it escape beyond causality.

    "Where do you think you're going!"

    The battleground should not be shifted beyond causality.

    The moment it freed itself from the constraints of causality, my defeat would be inevitable.

    For though I was exerting my full strength, Omby was not.

    Therefore, the battlefield should absolutely not be moved, no matter what.

    Even if the Earth were to become a wasteland and civilization collapsed entirely.

    "That thing must Die here."

    It was a conclusion I already decided in my heart.

    "Even if it was your will to enter, there's no way you're leaving."

    In a flash, the radiant golden light grasped hold of Omby's ankle as it attempted to cross causality.

    Without hesitation, I used the puppet to break its power and will.

    At the same time, a dazzling white light intervened, beginning to suppress Omby.

    The system had joined in.

    The two divine entities, sharing the same intent, dragged Omby into the depths of the material world.

    There was no way Omby, unable to exert strength befitting its status, could withstand the pull.

    Omby plummeted without resistance.

    Simultaneously, I felt a surge of divinity gathering more than usual.

    I could clearly hear the voices of those wishing for my victory and believing in me.

    It was the beginning of a relentless struggle that would never cease as long as this solid divinity was not exhausted.

    * * *

    The first sighting of the mysterious black light was in Seoul.

    The light erupted as if it created a tornado, blending various hues into a murky, ominous color.

    Drab and gloomy, it bore no resemblance to the beauty of the night's darkness.

    It induced an instinctual aversion in any living being born with life.

    "What, what is that...?"

    "Could it be an enemy? A new monster?"

    "Is it like that turtle thing from last time?"

    "Do we have to fight that?"

    "No, no way!"

    "There's no way that's possible!"

    "How are we supposed to beat that?!"

    Even without knowing its exact nature, players instinctively realized.

    That the black light ascending toward the sky was a being beyond their capacity to deal with.

    It was a truth so certain that there were no differing opinions or doubts.

    As certain as the sun rising in the east tomorrow morning, an inevitable future.

    At that precise moment, they all felt the same emotion.

    Despair.

    Players did not dare to think of directly confronting the being that overshadowed the sky and could only hope it would vanish.

    And then at that moment.

    "Look, over there!"

    At someone's exclamation, those who had forced themselves to avert their gaze from the sky lifted their heads once more.

    Chasing after the black light spreading across the sky was something swift.

    To the players, it was a fairly familiar golden light.

    There was no need to exhaust themselves inquiring who emitted the light.

    The golden lightning sprawling broadly in the sky was exceptionally vivid.

    "K."

    "K!"

    "Damn, I knew you'd come!"

    Everyone recognized the identity of the golden light and, as though they had been waiting, started to chant its owner's name.

    Though an impossible task for them, if it were K.

    If he directly confronted that black light.

    'Then maybe, he could win.'

    The moment hope sprouted in everyone's hearts.

    The golden light entangled with the black light and plummeted to the ground.

    As if an Angel without wings fell into hell, as if a dragon's will was unfulfilled and could not reach heaven, like that.

    That single fall somehow instilled an inexplicable belief.

    "K!"

    "K!"

    "Win it, K!"

    Even knowing it wouldn't reach, everyone who witnessed the celestial phenomenon began to wish for K's victory.

    As if in response to their wishes, the golden light flared more brilliantly.

    Within the radiant, soaring light, the golden lightning strikingly vibrant.

    Caught in a tangle, gnawing at each other, shortly.

    The two lights soon vanished.

    But they only departed from the skies of Seoul.

    They reappeared and clashed in various places around the globe.

    The movement of the two lights observed through satellites was intense.

    One day, the lights were seen near the Namrim Mountain Range in North Korea.

    Boom! Boom!

    The collision that lasted for several minutes came with cataclysmic roars that could shake heaven and earth.

    And it wasn't just the sound.

    The collision of the two lights triggered a vast landslide that threatened to engulf all the residents of the area.

    "Aaah!"

    "Landslide!"

    "Evacuate!"

    "It's collapsing!"

    "Help!"

    So much earth was displaced that it engulfed residential areas, and the local landscape entirely altered its appearance.

    As a result, the Namrim and Hamgyong mountain ranges were partially severed.

    And that wasn't the end.

    The two lights did not stop at the border with North Korea and continued to move north, through China, Mongolia, and into Russian territory.

    The traces left by the contentious lights resulted in disasters.

    "Earthquake!"

    "Everyone, get outside the buildings!"

    The aftermath of the clashing divine entities could not be endured by fragile nature.

    Landslides became the most common disaster, and with the fractured and contorted ground, earthquakes started to occur frequently.

    It was truly a merciless catastrophe, a disaster that could not be countered with manpower.

    Average people could do nothing but get swept along.

    As continuous reports of damage came in, nations around the world remained on high alert.

    Amid the scrutiny of all, the two lights passed Central Asia, moved across the Middle East and Europe, and entered the Pacific Ocean.

    A flood caused by a dam's destruction.

    Strikes of lightning and hail from clear skies.

    Tsunamis slamming into many coastal nations.

    The endless onslaught of disasters caused damages in human lives and property so extensive that proper assessments were impossible.

    In reality, trying to tally the losses held no meaning.

    By the time the lights entered North America, people around the world realized.

    "The ground is cracking!"

    "Is the world ending?"

    The North American continent had split.

    A crevasse that formed in the middle of a city divided it in half, destroying its capital and sewage systems completely.

    The video captured via satellite depicted the surreal event of the continent splitting apart, delivering it vividly to all living on Earth.

    This was undoubtedly an event outside the realm of rationality.

    Something beyond human reach, impervious to understanding.

    A sense of awe and terror grew toward the entities responsible for the phenomenon.

    "Was K that powerful?"

    "What kind of monster is he facing?"

    "What if K loses, what happens to us?"

    On a day when human civilization crumbled and the ground became rubble, living beings pondered.

    If the black light's owner were to win this battle that ravaged the entire world.

    What position would they find themselves in?

    "It's not possible to fight and win."

    It was logically as impossible as an ant being born and bred to become a human.

    "There's no place to escape to either."

    Although they know of other civilizations and dimensions besides Earth.

    Humanity does not possess the power to escape to them unaided.

    They are unable to leave Earth and flee on their own strength.

    Those living on Earth had no alternatives.

    K's defeat would mean the defeat of all living beings.

    Realizing this, they shivered in fear and began to pray.

    "Please. Please, win."

    "We're sick of war. Please, win for us."

    "K can do it."

    "We believe."

    "I'm so scared!"

    "K!"

    "Please save us."

    "You can do it, K."

    "Please."

    "K!"

    "K!"

    "K!"

    "Kang Hyunwoo!"

    Did those countless voices reach him?

    On a morning seven days since the initial clash.

    The grand, rising golden light tore the black light to shreds.

    The resulting effect saw the surrounding space fragment and float bizarrely.

    At the same time, as if preordained, the holes scattered globally vanished.

    And K, the target of those who felt the golden light, also disappeared.

    Damned System

    **New Elements and Characters:**

    - **옴빈 (Omby):** It (unknown entity possessing formidable tenacity)

    - **강현우 (Kang Hyunwoo):** K (he, the central figure engaged in the battle involving massive lights)
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    Chapter 72: Heading Home (1)

    The sudden war that had trammeled upon humanity's daily life had ended.

    There was worldwide damage, and time quickly flowed by as humanity worked to recover it.

    It had been a year and two months since the official declaration of the war's end.

    Although the remnants of war still lingered in various parts of the world, more people than expected were returning to their normal lives.

    As evidence, more than half of the countries had resumed entrance exams.

    Korea was no exception.

    The college entrance exam, which had been impossible to conduct immediately after the war, was being held once more.

    "Are both of you ready?"

    "I've packed everything!"

    "Me too. Let's go, Jaehyuk hyung."

    Hyunwoo's younger siblings, Jinwoo and Yeonwoo, set off at dawn, bearing the identity of exam takers.

    They got in the car driven by Seo Jaehyuk and headed to the exam site.

    Both of them were silent, lost in the contemplation of the time they had built up for this day.

    The twins originally should have taken the entrance exam last year.

    But unexpectedly, they had to retake the year.

    Of course, they didn't have much regret about that.

    'Last year wasn't a time when the exam system could function properly.'

    The declaration of the war's end had come at the end of September last year.

    It was a time when global disasters and unquantifiable damages were scattered everywhere.

    After the Holes disappeared, it took over a month just to clean up the monsters left on Earth.

    The number of deceased was staggering, and the infrastructure that collapsed back then had yet to be fully restored.

    In such circumstances, it was impossible to meticulously take into account the situations of exam takers, who were only a part of the entire population.

    Therefore, there was no resentment.

    'Honestly, last year there were many days when I couldn't focus because of the war.'

    I was somewhat prepared in my heart for retaking the exam, as there was an awareness of not having met some learning goals.

    Yet this year, after preparing once again with renewed determination, I was confident of achieving good results.

    As the twins steadied their minds for the day, seo Jaehyuk, who was in the driver's seat, glanced at the rearview Mirror and asked,

    "Are you nervous?"

    "A little?"

    "It'd be a lie to say I'm not at all."

    At their expected response, seo Jaehyuk chuckled lightly and said,

    "That's not bad. Being appropriately—"

    "Appropriate nervousness prevents mistakes."

    Before he could finish, Jinwoo filled the empty space with his words.

    "Oh, as expected of Kang Hyunwoo's brother."

    The statement Jinwoo had just finished was one of Hyunwoo's sayings. Keeping just the right level of nervousness was helpful when facing important matters.

    'But staying controlled in the face of nervousness is also important.'

    Not overdoing or underdoing anything but maintaining an appropriate level in everything.

    Whenever he had the chance, Hyunwoo had always taught the twins that way.

    Yet, today, Hyunwoo was not there to say those words.

    So Seo Jaehyuk took the initiative to say what needed to be said.

    'Since that stubborn friend requested it, I should take care of things.'

    Seo Jaehyuk calmly reassured the twins he saw in the rearview Mirror.

    "With your skills, you'll do great as long as you do the same as you usually do."

    "Yes!"

    "Got it."

    A few light exchanges later, the vehicle stopped near the exam site.

    "Tiffin, exam slip, and what else...."

    The twins meticulously checked themselves to make sure they were not leaving anything behind and then stepped out of the vehicle.

    Seo Jaehyuk, who got out with them, spoke after a moment of contemplation.

    "Focus only on the exam and don't worry needlessly, okay?"

    He feared that worrying about Hyunwoo might distract them, but—

    "What is there to worry about?"

    Yeonwoo tilted her head in confusion and asked back. Then as if she realized something, she let out a short exclamation.

    "Oh, our brother?"

    "Uh... yeah, right?"

    Seo Jaehyuk had thought that the twins, though not showing it, were still worried about Hyunwoo, who had yet to return.

    However, he himself was anxious and thus couldn't readily broach the subject to console them.

    He wasn't in a position to discuss it.

    After all, he had no idea about Hyunwoo's current state or whereabouts.

    He couldn't give a firm assurance that he would surely return, as he knew nothing.

    He had avoided bringing up this subject for fear that he might unsettle the two, who were managing their emotions well.

    Since today was important for them, he intended to give them solace, even if it meant lying and saying Hyunwoo would surely return.

    Thankfully or regrettably, it didn't seem a necessary comfort for the twins.

    "Our brother is alive. Knowing that means he'll return one day."

    "So we're not worrying about him."

    "Given his personality, it's unlikely he's struggling somewhere."

    "He promised to return; he'll come back when it's time. So..."

    The twins exchanged glances and smiled widely.

    Then they left a word for Seo Jaehyuk, who seemed more anxious than themselves.

    "You shouldn't worry."

    "You shouldn't worry."

    Hyunwoo was alive. Several pieces of evidence proved it, so there was no reason to tremble in worry.

    "We're off, then!"

    "Thanks for driving us, oppa!"

    With that, the twins thanked Seo Jaehyuk and headed toward the exam site.

    He was worried they might be unsettled during the exam out of concern for Hyunwoo, but fortunately, that didn't appear to be the case.

    "Do well!"

    Seo Jaehyuk waved them off with a lighter heart and got back into the vehicle.

    He had left early to avoid being late, so when he returned home, it was just a bit past 8 o'clock.

    Seo Jaehyuk went straight to turn on the TV.

    With a few pushes of the remote, the news channel appeared.

    'The college exam news must have been the first report to go.'

    Just as the screen changed, the announcer moved on to a new report.

    『Next is the news about a drunken brawl at the reconstruction site in Insadong on the night of the 15th, which caused...』

    『The war damage, even after one year today, is still being repaired...』

    『The United Nations has announced it is working more closely with the Mage Association to resolve Earth's climate issues...』

    『The price of spirit stones has skyrocketed, leading to the formation of illegal trade markets...』

    『New artifacts by the dwarves, also known as the small folks...』

    『Currently, in Bihar, discussions are underway regarding the habitat of the Beastfolk, as well as the fairy and other Demi-humans...』

    Reconstruction, mages, spirit stones and dwarves, and all the Demi-humans involved.

    Every bit of news felt unfamiliar and awkward.

    Stories I'd heard fewer times than not in my entire 28 years.

    These would be the future I would live from now on.

    War had unexpectedly claimed humanity's everyday life, and the world had changed.

    Seo Jaehyuk was realizing anew, day by day, as time passed.

    'When I heard the evacuation order from Seoul, it truly sent a chill down my spine.'

    During the time military personnel escorted us out of Seoul under martial law, I had endless streams of thoughts running through me.

    Having only my ID and some food in hand, it definitely felt like I was being driven out of my home with nothing but my bare essentials.

    Anxiety, fear, worry, and sadness.

    The memory of that day, over a year and two months ago, left a fairly large scar.

    Of course, the period during which we wandered like refugees, with neither a house nor a home, wasn't long.

    Thankfully, seo Jaehyuk and his family soon returned home and resumed their everyday life.

    Some of the stories that seeped into that daily life were unfamiliar and awkward.

    But they would soon settle in as the new norm.

    Even though the one who made them possible was absent from the place.

    "What's keeping you so long...?"

    Seo Jaehyuk sighed deeply as he looked at the empty spot of his lifelong friend.

    Had he given any glimmer of when he'd be back, it'd be easier to wait for him.

    That friend, past and present, was a free spirit.

    "If only that made it more like him...."

    Still, it would be nice if he returned to his family soon.

    * * *

    "...... Do you perhaps lack intelligence?"

    Kim Yul bit his lip at the relentless insult raining down on him from above his head.

    It was truly frustrating, but there was no room for rebuttal, leaving him unable to argue.

    All he could do was clench his lip and glare at the shadow of Ahel at his feet.

    That was all the rebellion Kim Yul could manage.

    At the sound of another sigh, anger welled up within him, but—

    "Why on earth can't you manage this?"

    He shrank back immediately under the subsequent reproach.

    Swallowing the urge to cry, Kim Yul thought.

    'If you ask why something doesn't work, what am I supposed to say?'

    He wallowed in self-pity, wondering why he had to endure this torment.

    As he began lamenting his situation, he traced back to the origin of all these events.

    It had started when he was dispatched to support the Mage Association of Biharin under the Player Association's direction.

    Installing a magic circle to resolve Earth's peculiar climate seemed quite intriguing.

    And it was an excellent opportunity to shed new light on the necessity of players whose roles had diminished after the war.

    So, with a light heart, he visited the Mage Association.

    'I should have run when I had the chance.'

    Knowing he would end up leading a life indistinguishable from slavery for the next few years as a consequence of missing that chance—

    I would have feigned stupidity and fled!

    "Sigh, every second we waste like this is precious. Let's start over."

    Swallowing tears of blood, Kim Yul sat atop the half-formed magic circle.

    "Well... so... here it should be in Garma letters...."

    "That's Heman script. Garma has the end tail pointing up. Both scripts have different mana structures and operations required to be shaped. What on earth is in that head of yours that you still haven't memorized all of it?"

    As soon as he resumed work, more reprimands followed, and Kim Yul bit his lip again.

    Seething with rage, he glared at Ahel's shadow with eyes full of loathing.

    He thought if he included that annoying face in his gaze, a bloodbath might ensue, unable to bear it any longer.

    To prevent that, he glared at the shadow rather than the face.

    Kim Yul, filled with grievances, sorrow, and bitterness, stared daggers at the shadow, willing it to shred.

    Did that person not genuinely consider it a problem with the subtle differences in the height of each character's tail?

    'And it's not just this one kind of issue.'

    Out of thousands of characters, several hundred possessed such similar forms.

    Yet, the required mana arrangement and quantity to craft each character was vastly different.

    To construct a magic circle, one needed in-depth familiarity with related content.

    However...

    'How can a human possibly memorize all this perfectly?'

    If only they had designed it distinct and separate from the start, wouldn't that have been much better?

    Though my heart was brimming with confrontational desires—

    'Other mages, including that person, managed to memorize them all...'

    Confronting them would only render oneself pitiful.

    Particularly before Ahel, maintaining utmost caution with words was paramount.

    From what he experienced, that side truly belonged to the genius category.

    If there existed anyone who grasped ten things when taught one, it would symbolize a person like Ahel.

    What good would complaining about lacking intelligence and needing technological supplementation before such a person do?

    'Perhaps I'd be subjected to another few days of protracted lessons.'

    Merely staying silent and tentatively wielding mana as instructed was better than facing that outcome.

    'Damned, damned.'

    Suppressing curses, Kim Yul delved back into the work of magic circle installation.

    In the magic circle installation task, where both Biharin-origin mages and Earth-born players were largely involved,

    The players' level of knowledge was the biggest hurdle in this collaboration.

    Those without understanding in related studies couldn't complete the magic circle installation within a short time.

    It was a complex and challenging task to create the magic circle.

    One needed the knowledge to comprehend the special characters and their composition,

    An incredibly detailed mana control skill that would naturally bring tears to one's eyes,

    And lastly, a vast amount of mana for the construction and activation of the magic circle.

    All these three aspects had to be thoroughly aligned.

    'But there's unlikely anyone who's studied magic science or magic circle characters among the players.'
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    If anyone had been determined enough to learn that difficult thing, it was probably Hyunwoo.

    He used his knowledge to shorten his party members' magic casting times.

    However, it was improbable that other common people had willingly chosen to study magic.

    The Mage Association had been teaching players the knowledge required for installing magic circles over the past year or so.

    Of course, there were still many mistakes, accidents, and delays, as they had not yet mastered it.

    'It's not like I can quit,' I thought.

    Unfortunately for the Mage Association, they were desperate for the players' help.

    To be precise, they were desperate for the players' vast amount of attribute mana.

    To install the magic circles, various attribute mana was needed, along with the amount of mana capable of initially activating the magic circle.

    However, the mages who came to Earth were mostly those who were minorities, weak, or non-mainstream in Bihar.

    'Those with overwhelmingly abundant mana or peculiarities in attributes were true mages.'

    They had all betrayed the demi-humans and met a clean end.

    Therefore, the Mage Association needed the players.

    Having randomly acquired various types of attributes and absorbed spirit stones, the players had cultivated a massive amount of mana.

    Both were essential resources for the billions of magic circles planned to be installed on Earth.

    So, what could they do?

    Even if the players' work pace was slow, there was no choice but to carry on with them.

    Of course, that didn't mean that the dissatisfaction disappeared.

    "If I had known, I would have just split the scope and installed it in multiple locations," muttered Ahel, catching Kim Yul's attention.

    Kim Yul felt the words rising in his throat to suggest doing that even now.

    "Let me tell you ahead of time, it's impossible to change it now. Asking to remake something whose structure is already complete would have the research mages chasing after you in rage."

    As if reading Kim Yul's thoughts, Ahel clicked his tongue and spoke.

    Kim Yul couldn't bring himself to say it was too hard and to do it over again.

    He sighed deeply and focused on the magic circle creation.

    It was an unfinished cooling magic circle devised by the Biharin Magic Tower to solve the global warming issue.

    The part that Kim Yul was responsible for was related to the circulatory component that moved the air.

    'It's about lowering the temperature of the hot atmosphere in line with the circulating flow of Earth's atmosphere.'

    It was a magic circle that offered maximum efficiency with minimal burden and side effects on the natural environment.

    In addition to this, there were projects to purify polluted air and seawater and restore the damaged crust.

    These projects were led by the magic tower, where Biharin mages had gathered to restore the nature that humanity had destroyed.

    It was called the Earth Restoration Project.

    There was much talk globally over the benefits this project could bring.

    Thanks to this, the association, which evacuated Biharin citizens to Earth, was showered with praise.

    'Though it was actually Hyunwoo hyung who led the evacuation.'

    I felt the praise was a bit misplaced.

    'It's not a bad thing for Biharin citizens either.'

    I heard substantial support funds were secured worldwide because of this.

    Biharin citizens benefited greatly from this in developing their new settlements.

    Kim Yul recalled the image of Biharin he had seen last month.

    A small Biharin beginning to take root on Earth.

    New cities with an unfamiliar yet familiar architectural style were being established.

    Though busy and noisy, the faces of the Biharin citizens there were full of vitality.

    Hope, perhaps happiness.

    As I was reminiscing about the time spent there, a thought suddenly occurred.

    I wondered what reaction Hyunwoo would show when he saw Biharin on Earth.

    He would be considered the person who contributed the most to the founding of Biharin.

    'Maybe later, when things are more stable, it'd be nice to go on a trip with Yeonwoo and all.......'

    "You have to put the Sobir in there!"

    Caught in my daydreams, I received a sharp reminder.

    Kim Yul quickly shook off the distracting thoughts and refocused on creating the magic circle.

    * * *

    Rashar attended the dawn-starting Biharin government's state council meeting.

    The morning had already flown by, and numerous items were discussed.

    And today's last agenda item.

    "Then the official election is set for the first quarter of next year, on March 15th."

    That day marked exactly one year since Biharin was named as an independent nation on Earth.

    So far, a provisional government had been handling affairs.

    The United Nations expressed a desire for Biharin to establish a democracy-based government through official elections.

    We had to set a date and begin preparations before it became too late.

    Some criticized the provisional government for being overly subservient to the United Nations.

    But it was just a small voice.

    Rashar also believed it wasn't wise to ignore the United Nations's will just yet.

    'Though it's a relationship accompanied by mutual trade, we can't be completely free from their pressure.'

    The former Biharin society involved power inheritance according to the caste system.

    When talks of Biharin's independence and founding began, many countries expressed concern over potential new dictatorship and human rights violations.

    In reality, those who could be called the existing powers, mana users, wanted to continue Biharin's traditions on Earth.

    But achieving that was impossible.

    Those wanting to continue the old caste system were few, while those willing to embrace the new Earth rules were many.

    It was fortunate for Biharin citizens.

    'We shouldn't be swayed forever.'

    For now, we lacked many things to stand tall independently without any support from world organizations.

    'Now that the war has ended, our resources are limited to magic and the dwarves' magic tools.'

    And the United Nations supports Biharin's independence on the condition that we use magic to normalize Earth.

    The Biharin government and people needed to achieve as much development as possible before magic's value diminished.

    Efforts to integrate into Earth society were necessary for this.

    Those efforts were largely successful, and thanks to that, Biharin's independence was progressing steadily.

    More than ninety percent of Biharin residents scattered around the world gathered together.

    The rewarding territories received for their merits were being steadily developed.

    Many of the abandoned cities due to the war were among them.

    They were the precious foundations that would become the focal point of Biharin in the future.

    The people leaving their homelands worked together to build a new home.

    The citizens of Biharin were envisioning a future in a place where reward and hope coexisted.

    Rashar was also experiencing meaningful days.

    However, after the meeting concluded, Rashar's expression was not entirely bright.

    "Whew......"

    Fatigue was accumulating, but not knowing the whereabouts of the one who gave this future also contributed.

    The lack of news with no expected return date was quite nerve-wracking.

    Yet even as today marked over a year, I couldn't let go and abandon it.

    'Even without promises, I have certainty.'

    Rashar raised her hand to witness the evidence of that certainty.

    There was a distinct spark rising above her opened palm.

    'Puppet.'

    It was Hyunwoo's authority. Just this confirmed that Hyunwoo was alive.

    The pupils of the surviving apostles from the battle still gleamed golden.

    Although they seemed to have slightly faded, there was no need to worry about their god being harmed.

    'It's just the prolonged absence that causes anxiety.'

    Snap.

    Rashar held the still-intact golden spark tightly as if to hold it firmly.

    'I can wait.'

    I steadied my resolve with patience and took another step forward.

    Being a prospective Defense Department official, there were plenty of tasks ahead for her.

    From the size and structure of the defense to the establishment and composition of the military, and even the politics starting within the military.

    There was nothing that could be neglected or lost.

    Fortunately, many subordinates who spent their time during the Resistance days with her had survived and joined the military.

    The future spent with these individuals from the past was tough yet not burdensome.

    Thanks to them, Rashar always managed to find strength and complete the overwhelming workload.

    Besides the military issue in Bihar, Rashar also had another thing to concern herself with.

    "I'm going to visit the restoration site for a bit."

    As the sun began to set slowly, Rashar gathered the luggage she had prepared and headed towards the vehicle.

    Soon after, she departed from the city known as the capital of Biharin, pamel.

    After some hours of rushing across the still desolate land outside the city, Rashar arrived at her destination, forcibly suppressing a sigh.

    Seeing the scene before her, she couldn't help but feel powerless.

    Space tattered and shattered in pieces.

    Things clearly existing yet broken.

    It was the battleground of Hyunwoo and Omby's final clash.

    Biharin was granted territory near the last battleground as a reward for their achievements.

    'It looks like they're leaving the cleanup to us.'

    Legal and global recognition of a territory exclusively for Biharin citizens was significant.

    Even if feelings were mixed, a solution was available for that bizarre phenomenon.

    "Gilenios, can you spare a moment?"

    Gilenios, who could manifest authority touching the boundary of space despite not having achieved a complete divinity, could stitch the torn space back together.

    'Being absorbed in restoration work, communication is nearly impossible.'

    Nevertheless, I make it a point to visit the site at least once a week to replenish the supplies he uses.

    "Gilenios?"

    Last week, I couldn't get a response, so I just left the supplies and left; should I do that again today?

    Rashar turned with the intent to at least start moving supplies.

    While moving the items taken from the trunk towards the lone field camp, she shuddered suddenly.

    "This is...."

    The supplies replenished the previous week were barely diminished.

    'Could something have happened to him?'

    If so, it would be a severe problem.

    He was the only capable individual with the ability to resolve this phenomenon on Biharin's territory.

    'I withdrew everyone because he felt disturbed by other presences.'

    Shouldn't I have insisted and left an attendant here?

    Grinding her teeth, Rashar turned quickly.

    But as soon as she stepped out of the field camp, she had to stop.

    She had no means to find Gilenios.

    'Even so, I can't leave things be....'

    Mulling over the situation, Rashar suddenly released a puppet.

    Her devised plan worked better than expected.

    Could Gilenios have felt the distinct presence of the puppet from beyond the rift?

    The air split straight away, and Gilenios, with his eyes wide open and brimming with intense energy, leapt out.

    He seemed about to shout in anger immediately, but paused.

    Upon finding Rashar and the puppet standing on the dry ground, his complexion visibly darkened.

    "It's you?"

    Though disappointment was apparent, it didn't register well with her.

    "It's really......"

    Rashar focused on him, visibly worn and haggard compared to the last time she saw him a few weeks ago.

    It was hard not to scold him seeing his condition.

    "How many meals have you missed?"

    "Oh, I forgot. A few meals aren't going to kill me... why bother?"

    "If you plan to keep neglecting your health, I'll assign an attendant once again."

    "If so, I'll go on strike too, strike!"

    Rashar showed a firm attitude, but Gilenios didn't back down easily either.

    "Do you know how much it makes me want to kill the people lounging outside while I'm working so hard?"

    "If that's the case, I'll train them to stand guard at attention...."

    "That's more irritating! They'll secretly curse me for all the hard work!"

    "And you're saying that's a reason...!"

    "Oh, be quiet, quiet! I'm the one stuck with this hard work, so I'll do as I please. If you don't like it, do it yourself!"

    Rashar held back her anger and stared at Gilenios.

    'What should I do about this reckless fellow?'
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    I first met Gilenios over a decade ago. Even before he became an apostle of Meferoseta, meeting him a couple of times during his time as a priest. After he became an apostle, we often encountered each other at Order events.

    However, despite knowing him for so long, our relationship wasn't always cordial. Every time I met Gilenios, I realized anew that he was not someone I suited well with.

    Yet, because our overarching goal was the same, I managed to keep pace with him so far. However, after Hyunwoo, who had held his reins tightly, disappeared, even that became unstable.

    Gilenios' impulsive actions and authoritarianism became even more pronounced. Although I didn't find it agreeable, there was nothing I could do about it. For now, Biharin needed him desperately.

    Ultimately, it was always me who had to yield in these strange arguments. Just like when there was nothing I could do about his demand to remove all attendants because they bothered him, it was the same this time too.

    "...... Let's have a meal first."

    As I took a step back, Gilenios also came out of the gap obediently. He then headed towards the field tent and started devouring the preserved foods I had brought.

    'I guess he doesn't want to starve either.'

    Honestly, how great it would have been if he'd just started eating properly from the beginning. I stared at the back of his head, straight as it was, suppressing my dissatisfaction.

    Since I couldn't bring myself to hit him, I opted for speaking as officially as possible.

    "How much has the space restoration work progressed?"

    "About 5%?"

    Although the government of Biharin was established and began to function as a nation less than a year ago, the restoration work started well over a year ago.

    And yet, only 5%?

    'A dismal figure.'

    The slower than expected progress made my face darken instantly. At this rate, it would take decades to normalize the place. That also meant that Gilenios would be forced to make sacrifices for all those years.

    Seeing things that way, the thought that I couldn't afford not to tolerate his temperament began to slip away...

    "Be grateful. I'm holding back my urge to quit and working hard, you know."

    ...or maybe not.

    I stifled a sigh. I was genuinely grateful to Gilenios for his efforts. I wanted to treat him well, and I believed that I should support him to the best of my ability if he desired something.

    Yet his annoying way of speaking, his shameless attitude, and his egocentric thinking and behavior were enough to foster antagonism where there had been none before.

    As a result, every time we met, our voices would escalate and I would end up yelling. Not that I forgot about his hard work though.

    "I truly appreciate you. If there are any shameless people who don't, I'll make sure they do."

    "That's nice to hear."

    "If there's anything you require for the work, let me know anytime. I'll do my utmost to support you."

    "Things are just fine the way they are. Honestly, there's no need to come every week. I could get food myself when it runs out."

    I ignored Gilenios' words with a smile. Though aware of his peculiar personality, I couldn't afford to let him roam free without even the basic supervision.

    'Who knows what kind of mess he might cause?'

    Under the pretense of being out of food, he might go and loot all the goods off a perfectly operating store or restaurant. Even though the restoration work is necessary, I couldn't let an official of a law-abiding government engage in plunder. Given that he is capable of such actions, periodic checking was essential.

    Of course, there was no need to lay bare all of such internal concerns.

    I casually changed the subject to pique his interest.

    "Oh, by the way, there's some news I need to relay. There will be an election taking place in March next year. You should go and exercise your voting rights then."

    "What's it called again, president?"

    "Yes, along with members of local councils, and..."

    "I'm not interested in the smaller roles. Just tell me who the president is likely to be."

    "The candidates haven't been finalized yet."

    "Isn't Yuria going to be running on our side?"

    I nodded easily.

    "Then potential strongmen from the Atar Empire will be running, I suppose. Ah, isn't the princess likely to run? It would be troublesome if she were elected, right?"

    Not just a little, it would be very problematic. Recently, meetings between Princess Isola and prominent figures from the Atar Empire had been sighted occasionally.

    Publicly, princess Isola was perceived as someone who abandoned the Imperial House to seek help from outsiders for the sake of saving the people of Biharin. Among those unaware of the true situation, many regarded her as a saintess.

    If Isola were to run for election and even win,

    'Things would become complicated in many ways.'

    It was easy to envisage the Scenario of the Atar nobles vying for interests, using the politically inexperienced Isola as a puppet. The chance of shifting from democracy to a dictatorial socialist regime was all too feasible.

    'Though I won't let that happen.'

    The possibility was being accounted for. My side too was keeping a keen eye on the upcoming election, so we wouldn't succumb easily.

    "We are keeping a close watch on it, so don't worry too much."

    "Then......."

    Nodding as if satisfied, Gilenios suddenly clicked his tongue.

    "Anyway, the actions of those higher-ups are the same here and there."

    And he grumbled in a voice full of discontent,

    "Did you say March next year? It would be nice if that guy came back before then. Then we could stomp over the Princess and render her silent."

    There was no need to ask who Gilenios was referring to with 'that guy'.

    "The princess is oddly afraid of that bastard, isn't she? You think so too, right?"

    I couldn't deny that. It was true that Isola reacted sensitively to the name "K."

    "What's taking him so long...?"

    Munching.

    "I rushed out thinking it was him coming this time, was so disappointed when I saw it was you, you know."

    Chewing.

    "Ah, if he finds you first, send him straight here."

    Gilenios continued murmuring while never stopping to shovel food into his mouth.

    "Send K here?"

    "He can communicate with the Original God, can't he? If we use that route, we can restore this place quickly too. So when he comes back, send him to me immediately. Got it?"

    "Is it a given that K would find me first?"

    "Isn't it obvious? Why would he come to me before you?"

    In another sense, he had a very clear self-perception.

    "He should clean up the mess he left."

    But that didn't make him any more likable.

    Perhaps it was due to his harsh words that I frowned while responding vaguely to his blatant words.

    "I'll pass the message."

    When I reunite with Hyunwoo, I'd deliver the message. Whenever that might be.

    Having ensured Gilenios had his meal, I returned to the city and attended yet another meeting.

    The process of gaining recognition as a free nation through the United Nations didn't take long nor was it particularly difficult.

    That was thanks to the temporary cooperation among the various factions, uniting briefly under a common goal.

    That unity didn't last forever though.

    "And thus the governor..."

    "There should be more reconstruction funds for the south..."

    "They need rail access..."

    "That's not the priority now!"

    "Are you telling the folks in the east to keep on living in isolation?!"

    "When did I say that......!"

    "You might as well have!"

    In any country, there are always groups squabbling over vested interests.

    Biharin was no exception to this natural order.

    Once the election date was set, the obvious divide started to heat up.

    I calmly watched the individuals raising their voices during the cabinet meetings.

    'Is there any need for this much shouting?'

    Currently, political powers within Biharin were largely divided into two factions.

    One consisted of former Atar Empire affiliates who wanted to continue the aristocratic system or at least maintain central authority through socialism.

    The other was comprised of former suppressed Commonwealth States who wanted to form a government through elections and selections, based on democratic ideals.

    Public support leaned more towards the latter. Given the sheer number and international support received, it was apparent why.

    Because of this, it appeared that individuals from the Atar Empire were following the trend to some extent.

    'However, once they seize power, their attitude will likely change.'

    They had already seen centralist politics at play in some Earth countries. They wouldn't give up easily.

    Ultimately, it meant a lifetime of witnessing these tiresome power struggles.

    Just watching people shout, criticize, and ridicule each other made me feel suffocated.

    I felt drained of energy as well.

    It was both frustrating and hopeless. A complicated set of emotions.

    Nonetheless, I applied myself fully to the tasks assigned to me even after the cabinet meetings ended.

    How much time had passed this way?

    As the sun began to set, I finally succeeded in leaving on time.

    Step by step.

    My steps were heavy as I exited the building serving as the Ministry of National Defense's quarters.

    "Today feels particularly exhausting."

    Could it be due to the relentless march I had been subjected to?

    Or perhaps my dread for the future I was about to face?

    "Maybe it's both."

    The real work hadn't even started yet, and here I was, already feeling so worn out. Was my choice the right one?

    If I abandoned everything and chose a life without political ties,

    "Then at least I wouldn't feel so stifled and frustrated."

    Before I knew it I had stopped walking altogether. Standing there absentmindedly like someone who had lost their way, for quite a while.

    "Get a hold of yourself."

    Although disheartened by the situation, I had no intention of backing out. Life without clear answers sometimes filled me with suffocating emptiness.

    But I still wished for the people of Biharin to live a new life in a new world. Hence, I wouldn't commit the foolishness of fleeing cowardly from their ambitions.

    After catching my breath, I trudged along weakly once more.

    As if to cheer me on, the unusually crimson sky falling behind glowed warmly.

    Soon after, I arrived at the multi-family residence for temporary soldiers.

    My father died during the war, and while I had a sibling, they were currently overseeing the reconstruction efforts in southern Biharin, leaving me alone in the capital.

    With familiar hands, I opened the door and put my keys down.

    Then, as usual, I opened the refrigerator.

    I thought I'd drink a glass of water first before taking out something for dinner.

    "Cough."

    However, the moment I took hold of the bottled water, my body froze at the unfamiliar presence from behind.

    The mere fact that a skilled person, enough to elude my senses, was inside the house was shocking.

    "Don't get me wrong. I didn't deliberately hide."

    The voice emanating from the presence caused my heart to plummet in shock.

    "I thought you'd realize I was here. Seems I toned down my presence a bit too much."

    As if ignorant of my reaction, the owner of the voice approached, footsteps echoing clearly.

    "I'm still not used to moving in this body, so don't get too mad."

    Finally, warm hands embraced me from behind. Tears welled up, clouding my sight.

    "Are you just going to keep staring into the refrigerator? Didn't you miss...."

    With a tremor in my limbs, I forced myself to turn around.

    A pair of vivid golden eyes met mine.

    "Finally meeting my gaze."

    Briefly, my eyes lingered on those alluringly curving eyes before I flung myself into Hyunwoo's arms, wrapping my arms tightly around his neck.
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    I let out a languid sigh, my lips curling up into a smile.

    "Indeed, it's good to have a body."

    There were so many good things to enjoy.

    Satisfaction was evident in my touch as I gently stroked Rashar's back, who was sleeping on my chest.

    Was it because I had been a mass of power, without a body, for over a year?

    Now, having regained all my senses, this moment felt remarkably pleasant.

    I found myself unconsciously humming a tune.

    That was enough to wake Rashar, who had been in a light sleep.

    "Oh, sorry, sorry. I'll be quiet."

    I lightly patted Rashar's back as if encouraging her to sleep more.

    But instead of going back to sleep, she began to focus her eyes.

    "How...?"

    "Hmm?"

    "What happened, or rather why now...?"

    Her words came out in a mumble, as if she still hadn't fully woken up, shaking her head to clear her sleepiness.

    "What on earth happened? Why are you only here now? Do you know how long we all waited for you...?"

    "Oh."

    Since we had already shared the joy of reunion, it seemed it was time for some explanation.

    I adjusted my hold on Rashar and took a moment to gather my thoughts.

    Where should I start explaining?

    Perhaps it was best to deliver the most important information first.

    "Well, to begin with..."

    "To begin with?"

    "I suppose I should start by saying that I died."

    "... What?"

    Rashar blinked, her expression blank as if in shock.

    She opened and closed her lips as if trying to find words.

    But before she could speak, I continued with a light explanation.

    "I tried several times, but it seemed endless to attempt breaking a part of the status."

    So, I decided to break it entirely.

    I created a massive puppet, larger than anything I'd ever made before.

    The problem was that splitting Omby also resulted in a similar fate for my body.

    Though I had reached the Fifth Awakening, my body was still a physical human form.

    Skin, fat, muscle, organs, blood, bones, and so on.

    That form couldn't withstand the puppet's strength and was ultimately torn apart.

    The body of human Kang Hyunwoo met its end alongside Omby's final defeat.

    After explaining, I bit Rashar's still dazed lips slightly and continued speaking.

    "There's no need to be so surprised. It was merely the body that vanished, not me."

    I possessed a status fostered by devouring various gods.

    "If you separate the two thoughts, it's simpler."

    "Simple... thinking about death, there's no way it could be easy..."

    Unlike me, who was long accustomed to the status and causality, Rashar seemed unable to naturally separate the two.

    That's probably why she kept feeling my body, as if trying to confirm something.

    Thinking it was an unexpected benefit, I refrained from stopping her and let it happen.

    In the meantime, I continued speaking calmly, aiming for her understanding.

    "This is a body I made."

    It wasn't a physical form allowed to exist in the material world by causality, but a body reconstructed with divinity to support and maintain my existence.

    Thanks to this, I couldn't traverse the material world as freely as before.

    Because it originated from outside the causality, there is a price to pay for existing within the material world.

    Since entering the material world, I had been consistently paying that price.

    Although I wasn't expending a large amount by sealing most of the status, I was still paying it.

    In essence, I was in the same predicament as any other entity with status.

    Ultimately, everything was resolved well.

    'Although it could have been a little dangerous without the Damned System.'

    I had been accustomed to a situation where I stored the status within my body.

    I had never maintained a status and created a form without a body before.

    Thus, at first, the Damned System had to forcibly hold me together.

    In that familiar circular form.

    "Haha...."

    Recalling that time made me chuckle.

    Initially, it was hard to accept myself as a circle.

    After all those years as a human, nearly thirty, I naturally developed what could be called humanity.

    It was difficult to think of a round lump without hands, feet, eyes, nose, or mouth as me.

    But as time passed, I gradually got used to it.

    During that process, I learned from the Damned System how to embody a human form again.

    I devoted my efforts to practice without distraction.

    There was no need for sleep or food.

    Even so, it took over a year.

    Without the Damned System's help, the absence could have lasted much longer.

    'I guess there's no need to share that detail.'

    I swallowed the unnecessary information and said,

    "Is there anything else you're curious about?"

    I pulled the hand of Rashar that was still lingering on my body.

    From the palm to the wrist, arm, shoulder, neck, cheek, and lips.

    Continuously kissing upward while my other hand played along her waistline.

    Rashar's body quivered with a jolt from the bold touch.

    "If not, shall I tend to my own business now?"

    There was no need to go into detail about what that business was.

    Our closely intertwined skins explained everything.

    "Wait a minute! Suddenly, why are you...!"

    "I'd be disappointed if you deny it. You were the one who first groped me when I was quietly lying here."

    "What do you... do... do...!"

    She seemed so flustered that she couldn't even finish her sentence.

    She even started squirming as if to escape my embrace.

    "Wait! Come to think of it, I have something to tell you from Gilenios!"

    It was as if she was desperately trying to escape the situation, speaking rapidly.

    "He asked me to deliver a message when you arrive, to... ump!"

    Of course, I had no intention of fully listening to it.

    I wasn't pleased to hear another man's name on her lips while on the bed.

    So I simply silenced her with my mouth instead of my hand.

    'I can't give up this moment because of helping that guy.'

    I had already seen what Gilenios was doing beyond causality.

    I knew how much he was suffering related to it.

    Yet I never felt any particular sympathy.

    Gilenios's peace and well-being were not priorities for me.

    I wouldn't consider giving up my time with Rashar to ease his troubles.

    I had to go to Korea soon, so the time I could spend wasn't long.

    I couldn't afford to waste this precious time on an unnecessary matter.

    "Just think of me for now."

    Although I didn't do it for any particular reward.

    Considering my significant contribution to saving the world, I believed I had more than enough qualification to ask for time with someone I love.

    I firmly embraced Rashar again.

    * * *

    They gathered, huddled together.

    In the chilly wind, they gawked in the same direction.

    It was the exam hall where the college entrance exam had taken place today.

    Parents and siblings were eagerly waiting for their children and relatives to come out.

    Among them was Seo Jaehyuk.

    November brought increasingly cold winds.

    Jaehyuk took out his smartphone from his coat pocket while waiting for Jinwoo and Yeonwoo to come out.

    The numbers displayed on the screen read 5:50 pm.

    The twins' exams should have ended by now.

    In just a little while, both would emerge outside.

    'I should suggest grading the exams later at night. First, I need to feed them.'

    Jaehyuk entered the address of the restaurant he had reserved into the navigation app.

    It was a place they often went to as a family, a restaurant that everyone liked for its delicious food.

    The moment the route appeared on the navigation app, a student ran out from the exam hall.

    Soon, other students would pour out en masse.

    Jaehyuk moved his head, searching for the twins among the crowd.

    "Oh, younwha Road?"

    He didn't immediately recognize the voice next to him because his mind was elsewhere.

    "That place is good, I'll take the seafood noodles."

    Seo Jaehyuk stiffened upon belatedly recognizing the familiar voice.

    Shortly after, the attention from surrounding people increased as they began to glance in his direction.

    "Huh...?"

    "No way..."

    "Isn't that K?"

    "Whoa...!"

    "No kidding, he was missing, right?"

    "Did he return?"

    "Take pictures, just take them!"

    "This will blow up on social media."

    "Wow, isn't this a scoop? Should I report this to the news?"

    "Let's shoot a video and upload it!"

    "Really, is that K...?"

    "Oh, my, K!"

    A murmur started spreading in all directions.

    It looked almost contagious, like an epidemic spreading.

    Smartphone cameras approached from all directions, and a crowd gathered, encircling Jaehyuk.

    Confronted with an unusual situation, seo Jaehyuk's stiff body finally reacted.

    Creak, creak.

    Turning his head with a clumsy movement, sure enough, there was his friend carelessly reciting food orders.

    "... You!"

    Internally, he wanted to say a string of words and curses, but outwardly, nothing came out.

    There were so many things he wanted to say that they all got tangled up.

    Because of this, Jaehyuk could only open and close his mouth without saying anything for quite some time.

    Meanwhile, the crowd surrounding them grew larger.

    It was because students began pouring out after finishing their exams in earnest.

    Yet, Hyunwoo seemed indifferent to the people surrounding him with smartphones, not even sparing a glance at them.

    Instead, he stared intently at the exam hall beyond them.

    And shortly after.

    "Oh, there they are."

    He raised the corners of his mouth in satisfaction, seeing something in the crowd, and strode forward.

    "Let me through, please."

    As he tried to push through, the crowd surrounding him miraculously parted as if imitating Moses' miracle.

    And beyond.

    "Oppaaang!"

    "Oraavang!"

    The twins, sprinting towards him with all their might, became visible.

    Following Hyunwoo reflexively, seo Jaehyuk chuckled dryly.

    'They said there was no reason to worry.'

    The jerks who insisted they'd be okay because they believed he would return—

    the twins were running towards him with faces about to burst into tears.

    They must have been exhausted after a whole day of exams.

    Where did they even muster that kind of energy from?

    Witnessing the twin's frantic sprint, Hyunwoo clicked his tongue briefly.

    "Tsk, what if they fall over?"

    His muttering carried a sense of disapproval.

    But Jaehyuk snorted, casting a sideways glance at Hyunwoo's profile.

    Hyunwoo's arms were already open wide to welcome the twins, with a bright smile on his face.

    "It's brother!"

    "It's Orabang!"

    The twins, arriving at their destination, leaped into Hyunwoo's arms.

    They started bouncing with flushed faces.

    Seo Jaehyuk smiled gently while watching the three of them embrace and fill the air with laughter.

    "When did you get here?!"

    "Are you hurt anywhere? It's really over now, right?"

    "We studied really hard waiting for you!"

    "I did really well on my exam!"

    "Me too! I probably did better than Kang Jinwoo!"

    The twins chattered away as if they were children again, basking in the unexpected reunion.

    Watching this scene, Jaehyuk felt strangely relieved.

    Although he had plenty of words for his friend asking for food without a proper greeting after returning over a year later,

    'Does it even matter?'

    As long as he came back safe to the family, wasn't that enough?
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    Despite it being over a year, my return continued to capture the interest of many. It made sense, of course, considering I possessed the power to split a continent into islands.

    However, not everyone looked at me with caution and awe. Some sought to hold me accountable for all the disasters and damage that Earth had endured.

    The moment I packed my belongings and stepped out of the bedroom, their voices echoed in my ears.

    『Regardless of his intentions, he is a criminal who has caused global harm.』

    『The number of deaths due to the clash of the two lights is beyond calculation.』

    『He must take responsibility for his actions.』

    I chuckled bitterly as I watched those chatter away on a debate program. The twins, who were watching TV in the living room, glared at the screen for me with eyes full of anger.

    I wondered why they even bothered listening to such nonsense. Shaking my head, I took the remote from Yeonwoo, who was holding it. I switched the channel as I sat next to Yeonwoo, turning to a channel broadcasting a simple entertainment show without any nonsense.

    "Why listen to bad words on a good day? We're about to go out, so watch this in the meantime."

    "We didn't search for it. It just came on when we turned on the TV! What rotten luck,"

    Yeonwoo grumbled, resting her head on my thigh while pushing Jinwoo away with her feet to make room for herself.

    Jinwoo, who was pushed away without protest, kept watching the entertainment show. Then, Rice Cake, who had followed me from the room, sat quietly at my feet. Although his body was gone and he lost his mana, as an apostle, Rice Cake was already sustaining himself on my divinity. Thanks to that, there were no major issues with him during my absence. I picked up Rice Cake, who always clung to me, and let him share my remaining thigh.

    As I stroked the sleek, white fur, my thoughts momentarily returned to those who had spouted nonsense earlier. They might have seen the damage I caused as massive, but the truth was different.

    'Thanks to me, the damage was minimal.'

    Humanity should be grateful that the damage stopped at the loss of billions of lives and trillions in losses. If I hadn't grown into a titan and hunted those beyond the norm, the damage would have been incalculable.

    'If everything had been annihilated, what damage would they be whining about?'

    It would not be an exaggeration to say that their freedom to chatter away so recklessly was thanks to me. Yet those simple truths were unknown to them, and I had no intention of explaining it to them. The time and effort to do so would have been wasted, and I did not expect others to necessarily support me.

    'In all honesty, it's not entirely wrong to call me a criminal.'

    To create today, I had killed thousands of players and civilians merely because they interfered with my desired future. I had not used only righteous and morally sound means to achieve today. Thus, regardless of the criticisms directed towards me, I was not too bothered. Of course, those who yammered about responsibilities while living thanks to me did not appear agreeable, but I had no desire to personally involve myself with this issue.

    'What they see is all they'll ever know.'

    Someone who had lived underground their entire life could not even imagine the sky above ground. It was only natural that, in their world, they could not grasp the value of the things I accomplished.

    'I didn't put myself through all this for praise from them.'

    All I wished for was that the people from my world would be free from the terror of war and live in peaceful daily routines. I had run tirelessly for years to achieve it, and now that I finally had, it was enough.

    It did not matter what those outside my world said. 'No matter what nonsense they spout, they cannot reach my world.'

    The Player's Association and the governments around the world had already clarified the responsibility for the damages caused by the war. A player's combat was a rightful act of defense for Earth.

    'The legal compensation procedures by the Association and the Guild have concluded.'

    While the economic damage caused by me might justify some resentment, it did not affect me. Anyone with a sensible mind wouldn't even attempt to hold me accountable. 'Nobody knows what I'm capable of when I can split a continent into islands.'

    Those in power or with wealth, capable of affecting my world, were already bowing low. The atmosphere was one of caution, to avoid meddling with me, who fought evenly against and ultimately defeated the black light that had disrupted the world.

    'It almost feels like being treated as a ticking nuclear bomb.'

    While I did receive a note of gratitude through the Korean government, there was no other contact, making me think it was likely so. It was fortunate for me. If anyone had stepped forward saying that they aimed to restrain me, it would have been quite bothersome.

    Thinking ahead, I checked Jinwoo's smartphone. My own phone was deactivated, and since I planned to leave Korea soon, I hadn't bothered getting a new one. I decided to manage necessary communications through Jinwoo's smartphone while briefly staying in Korea.

    'I thought it was about time I would receive the call.'

    And just as expected, a call came through. "Yes, Squad Leader Yang."

    I confirmed the familiar number as I answered, hearing the voice on the other end.

    『Mr. Hyunwoo, I have arrived in front of your residence.』

    "Did you come personally?"

    『I insisted. I wanted to meet you in person.』

    "Hmm... Understood. I'll be down shortly."

    In truth, I hadn't fully returned to Korea. I had only dropped by to fetch the twins. Thanks to well-picked guild operatives, there was no work that required my attention.

    'There's no reason for me to unnecessarily remain in Korea under these circumstances.'

    Preparation to leave was already concluded. "Let's head down, grab your things."

    "Alright!"

    Yeonwoo sprang up and darted out like a bullet. Jinwoo, in turn, hurried to gather his belongings. We each carried our luggage and took the elevator down. Upon reaching the first floor of the apartment that had remained intact through the war, two black sedans were parked conspicuously.

    "Mr. Hyunwoo."

    "Captain."

    I exchanged a handshake with Squad Leader Yang Jochul, who had come personally. Bringing a vehicle seemed to imply he intended to take us to the airport himself.

    'Though I did ask him to handle the passport and visa problems...'

    I hadn't expected him to come in person. I was a bit flustered, but quickly measured my surprise. Meanwhile, the twins held a conversation with Squad Leader Yang Jochul. Having relied quite a bit on him for their safety during the war, they all knew a fair amount about one another.

    "Uncle, have you been well?"

    "Thank you for the gift you sent during the CSAT!"

    "You two have been well?"

    "Absolutely! We did well with our exams."

    "That's good to hear."

    "If you need any tutoring for Sehyung later, call us!"

    I hadn't thought they'd grown close enough to comfortably exchange words with such familiarity. I was slightly taken aback but didn't intend to intervene. While for Yeonwoo, who aspired to become a doctor, it probably wouldn't make much difference. Jinwoo, though, had aspirations to become a judge, and nurturing connections would undoubtedly offer benefits someday.

    Even discounting Yang Jochul's rank and position, there was no reason to hinder it since he was a person of commendable integrity. Through him, they could learn things that I couldn't personally teach.

    That far in thought made me feel a peculiar sensation.

    The children who once couldn't even sustain themselves without me were growing up, preparing to become contributing members of society. It felt complicated and yet proud at the same time.

    'I originally wanted to become a prosecutor first and teach them various things.'

    Life's upheavals made that an impossible dream. 'I didn't expect to become a god instead, though.'

    Owing to such unforeseen developments, many of the things I had intended to teach them remained unfulfilled. Yet, I wasn't disappointed. Becoming a god had enabled me to offer them something else instead.

    Those two would live peaceful lives for the rest of their days. As long as I continued safeguarding this Earth, their lives would remain undisturbed.

    I tousled the twins' hair, interrupting their conversation.

    "Let's get going."

    As we prepared to board the vehicles, Squad Leader Yang guided the twins to the car parked at the back. Subsequently, he and I climbed into the back seat of the first vehicle. It seemed there was something he wished to discuss privately, so I compliantly followed.

    Once Rice Cake jumped onto my lap, one of the National Intelligence Service personnel accompanying us took the wheel, and the vehicle set off. Yang Jochul handed over the passport and plane tickets he had prepared beforehand. After advising me of a few precautions and matters to address, I inquired for verification.

    "So, there's no need to worry about the visa then?"

    "Yes, the Biharin government welcomes your visit, so everything has been settled smoothly."

    Within the Association, I was included in the list for the magic circle installation delegation, removing any limitations on my stay. Unlike me, the twins were on tourist visas, meaning they would have to return at an appropriate time.

    'They need to file university applications, so they can't be gone too long.'

    They could always travel more during their school breaks later on.

    "Thank you, I'm grateful for the support right after my return."

    "I feel unworthy hearing such words from you, Mr. Hyunwoo. I'm grateful every morning when I open my eyes."

    He was referring to ending the war, I assumed. With so many airing out my faults rather than acknowledging my contributions, such gratitude brought about a curious feeling.

    "I practically destroyed the world, though?"

    Yang Jochul responded with a wry smile.

    "More parts remain intact than not. Those in the know understand humanity's preservation owes to your efforts."

    Indeed, those who needed to know were already aware. Therefore, there was no need to desperately try to make others understand.

    I chuckled lightly as I slipped the passport given by Squad Leader Yang Taeho into my coat pocket.

    "May I ask about your plans?"

    Eventually, Squad Leader Yang hesitantly asked.

    "Considering your mindful concern about your length of stay, it seems you plan to reside for an extended period...am I correct?"

    "Yes, I plan to stay quite some time."

    I responded effortlessly, but I looked back at Squad Leader Yang. I wondered why he had seated me separately from the twins if he had anything to discuss.

    "... Are you perhaps considering naturalization?"

    It seemed to relate to my place of residence. At the onset of the war, I had no intentions of relocating to another country. However, situations had since changed considerably.

    "That's within my consideration."

    Upon my forthright reply, Squad Leader Yang's expression dimmed. But I had no intention of lying.

    Living an ordinary life was already out of the question. Even if I sought to get a job, it was unlikely anyone would hire me. Having saved a sufficient sum during my years as a player, I decided that living as a leisurely affluent person was my only remaining choice now.

    There was no inherent reason to remain in Korea for that. 'There's much more to do in Bihar than in Korea.'

    Once the magic circle installation was complete, the game program would shut down. Most players, except a handful, would return to ordinary human status.

    With the conclusion agreed upon with the Damned System, I shall oversee Biharin until the last mana user disappears there. Naturally, I would spend more time in Bihar than in Korea. Therefore, if need be, I am contemplating acquiring Biharin nationality.

    However, from the perspective of the Korean government, my departure to another country wouldn't be welcomed news. The nervousness evident on Squad Leader Yang's face clearly showed that.

    "... Would you be willing to reconsider?"

    "Consider it, ah..."

    Mid-reply, a sudden thought struck me.

    Damned System.
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    "If you voluntarily acquire the nationality of another country, do you automatically lose your Korean nationality?"

    "Unfortunately, yes."

    At that moment, the only thought in Squad Leader Yang Jochul's mind seemed to be that he needed to prevent me from transferring to another country.

    If not, he wouldn't have been listing all the potential problems Korea would face if I was no longer considered Korean.

    Beginning with a drop in Korea's international standing.

    The financial crisis that could ensue from the withdrawal of foreign investments attracted by my reputation.

    And the severe criticism the government would face due to liability issues.

    There truly were various significant concerns.

    "Hmm..."

    I pondered for a moment while listening to Squad Leader Yang Jochul's earnest explanations.

    Going forward, I would have to spend more time in Bihar than in Korea.

    Therefore, acquiring their nationality seemed convenient in many ways.

    There's a big difference between residing as a foreigner and living as a citizen.

    However, that didn't mean I held any resentment towards Korea.

    On the contrary, there was some patriotism.

    The twins, Mr. Seo and his son, and many others I was connected to were Korean.

    Thus, I had no intention of abandoning or forsaking Korea.

    'Honestly, I hadn't thought about it this seriously.'

    Once I surpassed the causality, I could travel back and forth between the two countries within minutes, so physical constraints weren't a concern for me.

    Squad Leader Yang Jochul, knowing my past prowess, wouldn't have been unaware of that.

    Yet his actions suggested that nationality held substantial value.

    Even if it was merely text on paper.

    After a short thought, I asked Squad Leader Yang Jochul.

    "Is there no problem with involuntary acquisition of nationality?"

    "Specifically, what method are you referring to?"

    "Marriage."

    Squad Leader Yang Jochul's eyes widened.

    I wasn't saying I'd definitely marry Rashar, but I wasn't ruling it out entirely.

    I always met her with that consideration in mind.

    That's why settling in Bihar was an easy decision to make.

    "If you file a report of dual nationality, the period for choosing a nationality is extended for two years, but after that, it becomes difficult to maintain dual citizenship."

    "Wouldn't it be possible to amend the law during that time?"

    I was implying that I wouldn't acquire another nationality immediately, so they should take measures in the meantime.

    "But that..."

    Squad Leader Yang Jochul stopped mid-sentence.

    Perhaps he understood the firmness of my stance that further negotiations were impossible.

    I had to go to Biharin.

    It was the only way the system, which disliked Biharin, wouldn't eliminate them but turn a blind eye instead.

    'I must take responsibility as I brought them here.'

    Considering Korea's circumstances, I wasn't willing to live uncomfortably as a foreigner for the next several decades.

    So, they'd need to either change the law during the given time or decide to give up on me.

    Witnessing my unwavering determination, Squad Leader Yang Jochul, slightly dispirited, said in a low voice.

    "I will convey your words to the higher-ups. But when do you plan on getting married...?"

    "I haven't decided on any specific plans yet."

    "Ah... Then is there a possibility it might happen next month...?"

    "That's not the case. It's an intensely busy time due to the upcoming elections and ongoing issues with the Ministry of Defense."

    Upon hearing the term "military,"

    Squad Leader Yang Jochul quickly caught on to who I was referring to.

    "Then we're okay until at least March next year. We should be grateful to Ms. Rashar."

    I said to the relieved Squad Leader Yang Jochul.

    "Of course, if we break up without getting married, I'll obtain the nationality through other means. Just letting you know."

    "... I'll have to wish that both of you maintain a long and happy relationship."

    He muttered with a solemn expression following our conversation.

    "If the law changes... besides, additional... or perhaps add a completely exceptional clause..."

    I figured he was lost in his own thoughts and didn't bother disturbing him further.

    With no more discussions, the vehicle exited Seoul faster than expected.

    Before long, it arrived safely at Incheon International Airport.

    The twins and I left Korea, seeing off Squad Leader Yang Jochul.

    * * *

    The Biharin claimed region was the Western part of the United States and Canada.

    To be precise, it was what used to be the West.

    Amidst my efforts to split Omby, the Earth's crust cracked entirely.

    It resulted in the land breaking away from the continent due to the impact.

    The once-continental terrain had turned into an island.

    Thus, it was somewhat elongated in shape.

    It looked like Japan placed symmetrically across from the Pacific Ocean.

    And, as it was previously American and Canadian territory, many infrastructures were already present.

    It included Seattle, portland, narrowly San Francisco, and the Nevada region.

    Thanks to this, flights were operational less than a year since its founding.

    'There were some oppositions from the Western U. S. due to such infrastructures during the territory designation.'

    However, traditionally, the Western U. S. consisted of barren, desolate wilderness.

    For this reason, two-thirds of the original U. S. population lived in the East.

    Thus, skepticism, though present, wasn't overly severe.

    I heard negotiations proceeded smoothly after adding a clause stating that various magical formations and tools' benefits would be firstly provided to the U. S.

    Likely, an agreement was possible because Las Vegas was narrowly excluded.

    'Perhaps Lily's interventions also played a part.'

    Simultaneously, they must've wanted to offload the spatial fracture I left in the territory to someone else.

    The U. S. would have had nothing to lose in this transaction.

    As I recalled the general circumstances unfolded during Biharin's founding, the plane arrived at its destination.

    "Is this Pamel?"

    "Wasn't this place once called Seattle?"

    The twins, excited for their first overseas trip, looked around the airport curiously.

    I led them and Rice Cake out of the arrival hall.

    "K!"

    Rashar, waiting, approached us.

    But she wasn't alone.

    "K! K! Keii!"

    Both Breche, and Berta, who had leapt from their father's head onto mine, were with her.

    Seeing the two beastfolk after a long time was delightful, even for me.

    'But I don't really care for this incessant tugging on my hair.'

    The Biharin had already been on Earth for nearly two years.

    Amidst that time, Berta's grip strength had grown much stronger.

    It seemed like he intended to strip my skin entirely, as there was no mercy in his hands.

    Then again, it wasn't painful enough for me to brush him off entirely.

    Having a body equivalent to my post-fifth-awakening one, there was no concern about losing hair.

    I let Berta, who was happily perched atop my head, be and wrapped my arms around Rashar's waist.

    "No need to trouble yourself in coming out here, aren't you tired?"

    The arrival time was unfortunate—just when everyone was heading home after work.

    It seemed inconsiderate to trouble her and make her come all the way here.

    "Being bored at home alone... was my thought..."

    Rashar awkwardly glanced around.

    She was keenly observant, noticing both Breche, the twins, and every unfamiliar face around the airport.

    Although the smartphone penetration rate seemed low; not many Biharin citizens were recording us here.

    Rather, foreign arrivals gasped and shoved their cameras toward us.

    Regardless, I didn't release the hold around her waist.

    Berta, who reigned on top of my head, curiously asked.

    "Why are you hugging?"

    Rashar flinched, her eyes fixed upward.

    "Get away, get away! K is mine, sha, move!"

    Berta expressed his discontent by nudging Rashar's head with his tail.

    My eyebrow twitched at his bold antics.

    If one individual had to leave this scene, it definitely wouldn't be Rashar—it would be Berta.

    Before I could utter a word, thinking of catching his unabating tail, a shocking flashback of Berta's previous outburst crossed my mind.

    The confusion and shock I felt back then resurfaced, solidifying my resolve to act now.

    "Why hug?"

    I simply pulled Rashar closer and kissed her.

    "That's why."

    Thud.

    That sound best explained Berta's face at that moment.

    Like a world collapsing, his expression was a sheer manifestation of shock.

    Both Berta and Rashar were in a similar state.

    In fact, most people in the airport shared the same reaction.

    In the midst of chaos, only I remained serene.

    I gently picked up a frozen Berta and handed him to Breche.

    Then, gathering Rashar and the twins, I swiftly departed.

    While Rice Cake hurriedly trailed behind, a sudden thought of whether I'd overdone it crossed my mind.

    There was a lingering heart debt due to Horfe's death.

    Nonetheless, pondering over the situation, I couldn't see myself acting differently.

    With the intention of spending a lot of time with Rashar, I couldn't let Berta interfere constantly.

    'Besides, first loves don't usually pan out, kid.'

    Berta would turn seven soon enough.

    It seemed about time this young one tasted life's bittersweetness.

    "Noooo!"

    "Ugh! Oof! Ouch! Don't scratch!"

    Jarring bellows of Berta reverberated through the airport as he regained his senses.

    Instantly, the sound of footsteps approaching rapidly ensued.

    I never needed to glance back.

    It was almost certainly Berta escaping Breche's hold.

    I casually picked up the three suitcases of the twins and my luggage and said:

    "Take care of Yeonwoo, will you, Jinwoo, you take Rice Cake."

    "Huh? Oh, oh..."

    Unlike me, Rashar anxiously glanced back.

    Reflexively reaching out her hands, she gently lifted Yeonwoo, who gazed at her with twinkling eyes.

    Simultaneously, Jinwoo clutched Rice Cake in his arms.

    Thereupon, I shouldered Jinwoo onto myself with a free hand.

    After gathering everyone and everything, what was left was clear.

    "Run!"

    Backtracking the rapidly encroaching presence, I swiftly fled away.

    That daytime airport chase led to an embarrassing debacle broadcast worldwide by international media.

    However, that was a matter for hours later.

    I succeeded in eluding both Berta and Breche at the airport.

    Eventually, we arrived near the hotel used by the Biharin Ministry of Defense.

    After checking in, I handed the key to the twins and said:

    "Just rest for today."

    They'd grow tired from the lengthy flight.

    It was evident from them nodding off during the taxi ride.

    They nodded willingly and accepted the keys.

    I had Jinwoo take my luggage along, and as he left, Rashar looked at me and asked:

    "Aren't you going to rest?"

    "I need to work."

    "What kind of work?"

    "Isola."

    Speaking a name I've known for a while but hadn't needed to call, Rashar flinched.

    "Where might our princess be now?"

    During my time in Seoul, I received updates on global situations.

    And upon confirming Isola's recent actions, I was determined to handle it.

    If she forgot the warning from my past self, a reminder was due.

    I planned to resolve Isola's issue as soon as I arrived in Bihar.

    But Rashar hesitated instead of heading straight out.

    Could it be discomfort due to my intervention in national authority, specifically political affairs?

    Or, was it reluctance to involve me in Bihar's matters?

    Though uncertain about the exact reason, I had no intention of asking.

    "It's okay if you don't guide me. I planned to find her anyhow."

    No matter her reasoning, my decision wouldn't change.

    With outcomes predetermined, there's no sense in needless probing.

    Even if my involvement might cause discomfort or guilt, I intended to take matters into my own hands.

    Thus, skipping the idle deliberations, I urged.

    With a sigh, Rashar turned back and said:

    "... Let's go."

    I followed her lead.
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    After meeting the lords of the empire as usual.

    Isola was huffing softly.

    The anger had not completely subsided yet.

    - So, in the end, he got the entry permit after all?

    I had issued orders several times upon hearing the unwelcome news of his visit.

    To somehow prevent his entry and stay.

    But the result that came back was dismal.

    - Then what can we do? The provisional government is entirely in their hands.

    - They issued the long-term stay visa without even consulting us.

    - That's why people from weak nations can't be trusted. As soon as things get tough, they rely on foreign powers.

    - They'll try to interfere with national affairs at every turn, shouldn't we get rid of them quickly?

    - And how exactly do you propose we do that?

    - Princess, bear in mind. This is the result of us not having power.

    The result of not having power.

    Yes, this happened because she was just a powerless puppet princess.

    Was she just going to sit down helplessly?

    'No.'

    After moving to Earth, many things had changed in Isola's mindset.

    One of them was that she was slightly influenced by the ideology of a free competition society.

    She had no intention of letting go of her superior bloodline.

    However, the stories of some Earthlings who tirelessly challenged and eventually succeeded seemed quite impressive.

    Thanks to this, Isola gained an unfounded confidence that if she tried, she could achieve better results than them with her exceptional bloodline.

    There was also some influence from Vellego, who always said pleasing things by her side.

    - The princess will surely excel once she starts.

    - Our princess will handle that easily!

    - If it were our princess, she would have done something even more amazing!

    Most of what this person had was a talent for flattery, but since he whispered such things, Isola's ego had expanded over the years.

    Thus, she began to dream of grand and lofty dreams.

    'If things remain as they are, the country will be swayed by foreign powers.'

    She naturally began to evaluate the capabilities of the provisional government.

    She did not consider how difficult it was to gain recognition as an independent nation among countless others and to pursue a foreign policy that prioritized its citizens.

    She simply found it displeasing to her eyes and thought of removing it and taking charge herself.

    In such a situation, the nobles of the Atar Empire approached Isola.

    Having no way to seize power, they planned to use highly supported Isola, and she thought it was a golden opportunity sent by heaven.

    She believed she would stand tall as the new empress of Biharin.

    For a while, she envisioned herself being loved by all the people and respected by countries worldwide, much like the queen of England where she had stayed for some time.

    'I am a descendant of the great Atar Empire.'

    It was time to stop living as a guest, constantly being mindful of all eyes on her.

    Isola firmly believed in her glittering future.

    Given that she was the noble princess who had stepped forward to save millions of lives abandoned by the empire irresponsibly, she deserved to be the new era's empress.

    She even pictured herself wearing the crown at her coronation.

    But while preparing for the throne, she heard unbelievable news one day.

    - K is back, isn't he?

    - They say K has appeared in Korea.

    - K...

    - K...

    - K...

    K! An outsider with not an ounce of respect for the Atar royal family!

    His appearance was by no means a help to Isola's ascension.

    'It would rather be a hindrance.'

    Thus, I planned to block his entry no matter what.

    Yet, it was still difficult for her influence to reach the provisional government.

    As a result, it seems not only were his entry permits issued but also a visa for a long-term stay was granted.

    In a rush of urgency, she gathered the lords to devise countermeasures.

    "Ha."

    There was no other way to come up with a solution.

    Eventually, Isola ended the meeting empty-handed.

    The mere fact that no plans came out was exhausting.

    And Vellego, who was supposed to wait for her outside the meeting hall, was nowhere to be seen.

    "Where has this man gone again?"

    She tried to vent her frustration over the situation not going her way.

    But disappearing people don't just return.

    Ultimately, Isola left first with her bodyguards, leaving Vellego behind, who had been acting as the driver.

    It was Vellego's fault for disappearing without a word.

    Not her fault for leaving without waiting for him.

    Ignoring her own mistake habitually, Isola arrived at her destination shortly after.

    "I'm tired, let's just go inside."

    "Yes, princess."

    After sending her bodyguards away, Isola headed into the house.

    One of the properties transferred with the government back when the western territory was ceded from the US.

    This was Isola's residence.

    She was living there, being treated as a national honoree.

    Isola, quite familiar with the place, opened the door and entered.

    And then, with the door barely closed, her body stiffened up.

    For there was a familiar person in the living room visible from the hallway.

    "Ah, sir...?"

    It was Vellego, who had disappeared without waiting for her at the meeting hall.

    He sat on his knees in a spot through which the streetlight pouring in through the window shone best.

    As if being punished, he held his hands up high, with his face even turning a shade of blue.

    With swollen eyes, torn lips, and broken teeth.

    As if he had been beaten by someone.

    It was a shocking scene for Isola, who was not inherently cruel or vicious.

    Thus, rushing towards Vellego, she stopped with a jolt.

    Someone was moving from the kitchen side.

    It was then that she realized that the person who put Vellego in such a state might still be here.

    And indeed, there was a shadow methodically arranging items from the wine refrigerator on the counter.

    "Life's been good lately? Buying things like these."

    Even in the deep dark, those golden eyes piercing through Isola did not blend into the darkness.

    "It seems quite pricey, according to online searches."

    Though the narrowed eyes bore a hint of a smile.

    "It's not like you have a job or assets...where did you get the money?"

    The voice reaching her ear was chilling.

    Tap.

    K placed the bottle on the table with a deliberate sound and drew a smile.

    "You know there's no need to explain, right? I was being sarcastic. I came because I know you pocketed the state funds embezzled by the lords."

    A silent chuckle wrapped Isola entirely.

    Emerging from the kitchen, K's approaching shadow looked enormous.

    Momentarily unable to withstand the pressure, Isola stood frozen.

    Stopping before her, he spoke with a frosty face.

    "Why cause trouble if you're going to get scared like this?"

    "Tha-that, th-th..."

    Her mouth and tongue seemed to have stopped functioning.

    But unlike Isola, K smoothly recited his words.

    "Hey, this is not your playground. Didn't I clearly tell you to watch your tongue and behavior? But what? Being a president? Elections?"

    "......"

    "Did I really need to specifically say to be cautious with your dealings?"

    Sigh.

    With a sigh drenched in irritation, Isola involuntarily dropped her head.

    "What on earth did you think you could do by stepping forward?"

    Isola began to shake fiercely, unable to utter a word.

    She had definitely thought she could do anything.

    But when she tried to speak, she couldn't figure out what she could do.

    Nothing came to mind.

    "Let me kindly explain it again, so listen carefully."

    "......"

    "Your only use was to provide a nominal reason to control the lords from the Atar Empire during the war."

    So, in the future, just stay quiet and live off the government pension as a national honoree.

    A cold voice sentenced her future.

    A life neither attracting others' attention nor becoming an object of envy.

    A life as just a figure from the past, quietly passing the days.

    When told to live the rest of her life this way, she felt suffocated.

    Eventually, Isola mustered all her strength to protest.

    "But, but, but I...for, for the people..."

    "Someone like you claiming to be for the people?"

    She crumbled before K's cold sneer.

    "Come on, princess. Let's be honest since there's no one watching. You stepped forward for yourself, not for Biharin; to be regarded as a remarkable person, someone who gains attention anywhere."

    Her carefully concealed intentions, secrets she had even lied to herself to hide, were laid bare.

    "You wanted to be a significant figure like in the days when you were a princess, although you lacked the ability."

    So she had aligned with those with sinister motives willing to use her.

    K, who perfectly saw through the essence of Isola's actions, slightly lowered himself.

    Thanks to this, their eye level became the same.

    "If you can't handle it, don't harbor useless greed and live quietly according to your capacity."

    K warned, staring Isola directly in the eyes.

    "If I catch you fooling around like this again, it won't end with just a warning."

    Before the clear threat, Isola, unable to think of a reply, only trembled.

    But K didn't care.

    "I'll be watching, so act properly."

    As if he hadn't expected a response from the start, he neatly withdrew his gaze from Isola.

    Instead, his attention shifted to Vellego, who still knelt there.

    "And you, you bastard."

    K struck the back of Vellego's head and barked.

    "I attached you to humor her, and you instigate like this? How much did you pocket from the lords?"

    "Ah, no, I didn't...receive..."

    "Forget it, there's no point asking. It's faster if I look into it. You'll regain your senses after spending some time in prison even on Earth."

    Clicking his tongue, K turned to leave the house.

    With the only speaking person gone, a quiet silence enveloped them.

    Sneak.

    Vellego, who had been watching Isola's mood, clumsily rose.

    Then, limping as if cramping, he hurriedly left the place.

    "Wa-wait, K! Just a moment! I never meant any harm! I didn't receive much either!"

    Vellego's desperate voice gradually faded away, and soon stillness settled back in.

    Alone at last, left by everyone.

    Isola slumped down.

    Now, she had no hope.

    Having dealt with Isola, next in line were the empire men.

    I decided on the venue as the place where the government conference, which began at the crack of dawn, was held.

    However, there was a slight problem.

    'I'm not a government official, so I shouldn't be attending.'

    Of course, there was a solution, so it wasn't much of an issue.

    Although I couldn't enter the meeting, there's no rule against standing near the building while it's in session.

    I stood at the entrance to observe the faces of those entering for work.

    And during the meeting, whenever intrusive noises were heard from inside, I pounded them with ghastly clones from the clear sky.

    Boom boom bang.

    It was a very violent and oppressive method.

    A brutish method only possible as public law enforcement wasn't strong yet.

    But I am confident of its effectiveness.

    Seeing those leaving with ashen faces after the meeting made it evident.

    'Now the great fire's taken care of.'
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    Of course, this peace wouldn't last long.

    Even among the key figures of the interim government led by Rachael, Yuria, and Jordan, a time would come when their opinions would clash, inevitably leading to divisions.

    But that time wasn't now.

    For now, it was necessary to support one side and push for unity.

    "Political battles should be fought after domestic affairs are stabilized."

    Before even standing properly, if there's infighting about whether to go left or right, the nation wouldn't be able to stand on its own two feet.

    There were already so many countries that had become dysfunctional.

    Not only were civil wars breaking out, but also in many places, the collapse of law enforcement had allowed criminal organizations to seize cities and countries.

    Biharin couldn't be allowed to fall into such a state.

    Therefore, until the domestic situation stabilized, I intended to control the situation, even if it meant being oppressive.

    Fortunately, the situation unfolded as I had intended.

    I nodded in satisfaction until Rachael emerged from the outside.

    "Ra...,"

    I started to call her but then paused.

    Seeing Rachael walking with her head deeply bowed was unusual.

    She had seemed quite satisfied until a moment ago, but now she seemed troubled.

    "... Did I go too far?"

    Since our faction had backing, rachael's side would solidify as the ruling party.

    That's why I decided to get involved in the first place.

    Therefore, I didn't intend to back down simply because Rachael was displeased.

    However, I did feel uneasy.

    I wondered if I had once again forced my will under the guise of what was best.

    Rachael arrived before me just as I was at a loss for words.

    "What is this...?"

    A small voice emerged from Rachael, whose body was trembling slightly.

    I leaned in, curious about what she was going to say.

    At the same time, rachael clenched her fists and lifted her head.

    "This is what power is!"

    "Uh?"

    Things weren't unfolding as I had predicted.

    Rachael, disregarding my surprise, continued speaking with a flushed voice.

    "The way those annoying relics couldn't even speak properly and shuffled about!"

    Haha!"

    Rachael expressed her pleasure with a laugh that was unfamiliar, yet delightful, to me, waving her clenched fists triumphantly.

    "You should have seen their faces!"

    Apparently, my worry had been unfounded.

    Watching Rachael in high spirits, I finally relaxed.

    "The way they trembled with anger, only to raise their tongues in submission each time that marionette flashed in the sky was just priceless."

    It was delightful to see her laugh heartily once more.

    Though this joy was short-lived as Rachael, feeling somewhat embarrassed, cleared her throat and collected her emotions.

    "I never understood those who pursued power...," she murmured in a slightly subdued voice, contrasting her earlier eager tone.

    "Having experienced it, I realize how sweet power is, and why those who pursue it do so."

    I recalled the faces of those leaving the building earlier.

    Honestly, I didn't particularly like them.

    They were obstacles to the future I envisioned.

    However, I had no intention of criticizing their actions.

    After all, there wasn't much of a difference between them and me.

    "We, and indeed, they, aren't the sort to relinquish power voluntarily."

    A force that makes it possible to achieve everything according to one's will.

    The most perfect tool for implementing one's thoughts into the world.

    That is power.

    And I had no intention of relinquishing the power I held.

    I planned to use the reputation and authority I had as a player to suppress those who opposed my will.

    Holding on to it was so useful that I couldn't fathom why anyone would relinquish it.

    The lords of the Atar Empire had a nature similar to mine from birth.

    But the Rachael standing in front of me now was different.

    "Power is truly a dangerous force, but it's also easy to become addicted to it."

    Her low mumble was faintly tense.

    It seemed she was wary of the power that had drawn so close to her.

    "She's certainly different from me."

    Knowing she was this kind of person was part of why I naturally decided to support her.

    With that short thought concluded, I reached out with a smiling face and loosened Rachael's ponytail.

    "No need to worry about it now, don't you think?"

    At my sudden remark, rachael met my eyes.

    I continued, gazing into her golden eyes that were now a bit lighter than before.

    "If something you're wary about happens, I'll stop it."

    Don't foolishly freeze in fear of a future that hasn't arrived, unable to act with what you've been given.

    "Do as you wish for now."

    I'd be there, ensuring no one could stand in her way.

    Rachael's eyes widened at my rather arrogant remark.

    And then, as if pondering, she momentarily lowered her head.

    I waited until her thoughts were sorted.

    After a brief pause, rachael spoke again.

    "I'm already indebting you with the grace of saving my life, asking more would be shameless."

    How long would she uphold that sense of shame?

    "Overstepping without any shame is a problem, but drawing too firm a line and keeping distance isn't pleasant either."

    I wasn't particularly fond of Rachael's attitude, wanting to maintain distance and etiquette this time.

    "But."

    Before I could say anything further, rachael spoke again in a firm voice.

    "Actually, I do need your help."

    For now, it wasn't a situation to worry about shame, so she was willing to become a shameless person just this once.

    Without stammering or mumbling, rachael spoke frankly.

    For a person with such a reserved nature to say something like that.

    "Of..., of course, I will do my best not to take too long. I'll ensure you aren't troubled, and, also... I'll make sure to repay this kindness..."

    Of course, she faltered the moment she took a further step.

    Indeed, people don't easily change.

    Laughter spilled out of me unintentionally.

    "That's what I liked, her not being sly or shameless."

    Rachael accepting my involvement was progress enough.

    "How you'll repay me, I don't know, but do it your way."

    As I backed away, ending the conversation, rachael fidgeted with her hands and asked.

    "So, what will you do next?"

    "Me?"

    Having dealt with Isola and the lords of the Atar Empire, my immediate tasks were essentially finished.

    "I'm not going to meddle in Bihar's government directly anyway."

    It was enough just existing.

    So, moving on to the next agenda wasn't an issue.

    Through Jordan, I had received all the necessary items like a locally connected smartphone and a vehicle before today's meeting began.

    I had everything I needed for a comfortable stay here.

    However...

    "......"

    I hesitated to answer Rachael's question.

    Explaining my next agenda felt quite awkward.

    After all, having someone working tirelessly 24/7 while I leisurely spoke about my plans felt wrong.

    Yet, staying silent might breed misunderstandings.

    Finally, after a brief contemplation, I replied awkwardly.

    "Perhaps... sightseeing?"

    Rachael's eyes widened, as if she hadn't anticipated that answer.

    In that moment, I quickly continued to explain, wanting to prevent any misunderstanding.

    * * *

    At a restaurant near the hotel where Hyunwoo and the twins stayed.

    "Where's brother now?"

    After placing their order, Yeonwoo asked.

    Jinwoo checked his smartphone.

    Looking at the smartphone, Jinwoo replied briefly.

    "He hasn't read it yet."

    "Still? Didn't you send that message 20 or 30 minutes ago?"

    "Yes."

    As soon as they woke up in the morning, they received Hyunwoo's new contact information.

    However, due to using different base stations, they decided to use the messaging app of the SNS.

    Even that only left a message saying he would arrive soon, but he hadn't read anything they sent.

    "He should check where we are before coming, don't you think?"

    Could it be that his work wasn't finished yet, so he couldn't leave?

    Jinwoo shook his head, staring at the message window without a "read" mark.

    "Why, are you feeling unwell? Tired?"

    A voice came from above him, it was Hyunwoo.

    Looking up quickly, they saw Hyunwoo standing there.

    "Brother is here!"

    Yeonwoo jumped up and rushed into Hyunwoo's arms.

    Hyunwoo naturally embraced Yeonwoo, patting Jinwoo's head.

    Feeling bewildered, Jinwoo checked the message again, which still showed unread.

    Curious about how he'd found them, he thought.

    "Let's just go with it."

    Since becoming a player, there were more things about Hyunwoo that he didn't understand than those he did.

    So, it was better to just let it go for the sake of his mental health.

    "No, it was nothing. But..."

    Jinwoo's gaze moved beyond Hyunwoo's shoulder.

    There, he met eyes with the person standing behind Hyunwoo.

    A woman he didn't recognize, with white hair, white eyebrows, and skin paler than even a Caucasian.

    Clad in white clothes, she was white from head to toe.

    Looking at this obsessively white woman, he felt inexplicably uneasy.

    However, she seemed pleased to meet Jinwoo.

    So, as soon as their eyes met, she gave a bright smile.

    - -------.

    At the same time, an eerie sensation, like something crawling inside his head, washed over him.

    "Ugh...!"

    "Yiiikes...!"

    Jinwoo and Yeonwoo clutched their heads, unable to even scream.

    Everyone in the restaurant and surrounding area experienced the same thing.

    Thankfully, the strange, overwhelming sensation dissipated quickly.

    When he raised his head again, Hyunwoo was gripping the collar of the unfamiliar woman.

    "Be careful, be careful! How many times have I told you to be mindful in front of the kids?!"

    He scolded the woman with a fierce expression.

    Taken aback, the woman seemed flustered and opened her mouth.

    "Yay, yay, ay, ah."

    Startled by her awkward pronunciation as if she couldn't speak.

    "Sorry. Hm... Tut mir leid? Désolé? 对不起! I apologize!"

    Startled again by hearing multiple languages one after another.

    "Is this Korean correct? I haven't used my vocal cords in over a hundred years, so I apologize."

    How does one live that they haven't used their vocal cords in over a hundred years?

    'No, wait a minute.'

    How can someone live over a hundred years and still look that young?

    The woman appeared, at most, in her mid-twenties.

    Jinwoo realized from this detail that the woman before him was not human.

    Since it wasn't the first such experience, he wasn't too shocked.

    Beastfolk, fairies, and even the mysterious Rice Cake.

    The twins had gradually grown accustomed to non-human races.

    "Haha..."

    But just because he wasn't shocked didn't mean he felt nothing.

    Perhaps it was karma for having such an unusual brother?

    Why did they have to experience things in life that most people never do, so often?

    Though deeply troubled, he worked to calm his mind.

    'Let's get used to it, get used to it...'

    While Jinwoo concentrated on mind control.

    Still tucked in Hyunwoo's embrace, Yeonwoo peeked out and asked.

    "Are you perhaps not human, sister?"

    The person who answered wasn't the woman, but Hyunwoo.
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    "There's nothing to ask about, it's obvious just by looking."

    After releasing the woman's grip from his collar, he let Yeonwoo sit and took a seat next to her.

    "Did you order the food?"

    "Yes, but I only ordered for us since I don't know when Oppa will come."

    "We can always order more."

    Hyunwoo hesitated but took the menu from the waiter.

    Suddenly, Jinwoo flinched and shivered.

    That was when he realized the countless gazes directed at them.

    It was no exaggeration to say that everyone around them was watching Hyunwoo.

    Whether Hyunwoo was aware of the attention or not, he was browsing through the menu while keeping the woman beside him standing.

    "Um..."

    The woman stood in the same place she first locked eyes with Jinwoo, looking around in all directions.

    Her pale gray eyes sparkled, and despite her calm demeanor, she seemed rather excited.

    Leaving the woman standing when everyone else was seated didn't look too good.

    There was only one way to remedy the situation for those who felt uncomfortable.

    "Excuse me... please sit here."

    Jinwoo offered a seat directly opposite Hyunwoo and next to himself by pulling out a chair for her.

    As soon as the woman turned to him with a smile, Hyunwoo spoke in a stern voice.

    "Mare."

    "A."

    The woman lightly tapped her own lips and spoke.

    "Thank you, Kang Jinwoo."

    Jinwoo nodded with an awkward smile.

    He decided not to be surprised that she knew his name despite not introducing himself.

    'Considering that my brother introduced her, it probably means she isn't a threat to us.'

    There was no need to be overly cautious.

    While Jinwoo was reassuring himself, Yeonwoo asked her.

    "Do you know my name too?"

    "Of course, Kang Yeonwoo."

    "What's your name, unnie?"

    "I can't tell Kang Yeonwoo my name."

    While the two exchanged brief words, Hyunwoo finished placing their order.

    Once the waiter left, Hyunwoo gave a light wave of his hand.

    Suddenly, all the noise disappeared, and the twins looked around, wide-eyed at the quiet experience.

    All the people at the surrounding tables were still talking.

    Their lips moved, and they used cutlery, clinking their glasses, yet no sound was heard.

    As the twins marveled at this peculiar experience, Hyunwoo spoke.

    "Let me give you a few reminders. We'll be together for a while, and as you can see, she's not human. So if you notice anything strange, just let it be."

    "Um... What's your relation with Oppa?"

    In response to Yeonwoo's question, Hyunwoo glanced at the woman once.

    Then sighed deeply and replied.

    "We're not close, but think of her as a friend I have to stay with."

    Such a straightforward response before the woman seemed a bit harsh for a moment.

    'Is it okay because she's not human?'

    It seemed the woman wasn't affected by Hyunwoo's indifferent response.

    'It's clear that this meeting is not what my brother wanted.'

    Given the open display of reluctance, it seemed more like he had reluctantly agreed to it.

    "Please take care of me for the time being."

    The twins nodded, caught off guard by the subsequent greeting from the woman.

    The awkward silence that followed didn't last long.

    Curiosity got the better of Yeonwoo, who spoke to her first.

    "If you can't tell us your name, can we just call you Unnie?"

    "Not giving my name is simply because it's impossible for the two of you to pronounce it, so don't misunderstand. If you need to call me something, feel free to choose an easy name."

    What could her name be that would make it impossible for others to say it?

    The twins glanced at each other, exchanging glances of bewilderment.

    Reading their expressions, Hyunwoo rubbed his temple and said.

    "Just take it all in stride. Everything."

    "Hmm... Then, how about calling you Hena Unnie?"

    The first name that popped into her mind, simply because the mysterious woman wasn't human, was Hera.

    And since using that was slightly awkward, she changed it to Hena.

    Though she hesitated, thinking it might have been too casually given, the woman looked unperturbed.

    "That's fine!"

    Once the name issue was resolved, Hyunwoo clicked his tongue and muttered.

    "Why did you say you wanted to meet my siblings?"

    Eagerly responding, the woman replied.

    "Aren't they the driving forces that made today's Kang Hyunwoo? I wanted to meet them and talk at least once."

    "Did it ever occur to you that your interest might harm my siblings?"

    "That won't happen. If I watch over them, they can receive my blessing—a life booster!"

    "You...."

    He was about to retort further but just sighed, exasperated.

    'My brother is giving in.'

    'Hyung is yielding.'

    It was a scene they saw for the first time.

    Their older brother wasn't the kind of person to back down and concede like this.

    'What's their relationship?'

    'What's her identity?'

    Who could exist that Kang Hyunwoo couldn't dominate?

    Curiosity began to creep into the twins.

    Just as they were about to start probing, Hyunwoo asked.

    "Did you finalize the travel plans? Need an extra day?"

    Jinwoo showed him the calendar app on his smartphone.

    It contained the itinerary for this trip, planned with Yeonwoo while Hyunwoo was away.

    "It's mostly where she wants to go, but I don't mind."

    "But since Unnie's with us, don't we have to add what she wants to do?"

    "Well..."

    Hyunwoo took the smartphone, scanned the screen, and smiled as he returned it.

    "No need to adjust; let's leave right after lunch."

    "Yay!"

    At the moment Yeonwoo cheered, raising both hands, their food was served.

    To ensure a successful trip, they needed to finish their meal quickly.

    Both twins immediately began eating fervently.

    * * *

    There was an awkwardness involving Rashar when it came to tourist plans.

    It was a self-inflicted issue from a past slip of the tongue.

    I had been the one making boastful promises to the Damned System about taking it to the material world—a reckless statement.

    Accompanying it as a guide was inevitable.

    There was nothing essential for me to do immediately, so I wanted to get the tiresome itinerary over with quickly.

    However, in the process, the Damned System insisted on bringing the twins along.

    So, the moment I got to Korea, I brought the kids.

    'Personally, I wonder if it's necessary.'

    There was no reason to fight tooth and nail against it.

    Those who experienced miracles worldwide typically garnered attention and protection from the Damned System.

    It would be not bad if the Damned System cared for and watched over the twins.

    Rather, it should be seen as beneficial.

    'Who knows what the future holds for the twins?'

    I'd always watch over them myself, but having a god's support would surely be advantageous.

    Allowing this unwelcome meeting was all for that reason.

    Fortunately or unfortunately, the twins did not seem too bothered by the presence of the Damned System in their travel plans.

    "Wow, wowww!"

    "Look at that!"

    The synchronization between them was admirable, especially with Yeonwoo.

    "It's high! Kang Hyunwoo, really high!"

    "Oppa, look at the sea over there! So sparkly and pretty!"

    They eagerly pressed their noses against the window of the Ferris wheel, admiring the sprawling city and sea.

    Yeonwoo being excited was understandable.

    She was abroad for the first time, of course, she would be thrilled.

    But why was the Damned System getting all worked up?

    'It's looked down on the material world from a much higher causality...'

    I couldn't help but narrow my eyes at the Damned System in disbelief.

    Regardless of my thoughts, the Damned System and Yeonwoo didn't stop chatting throughout the Ferris wheel ride.

    Of course, the circumstances didn't change even after getting off.

    "Ugh, grossss!"

    The clamoring continued when they reached the Gum Wall, one of Seattle's notable tourist spots.

    "Yuck! Don't touch that, unnie!"

    "Why?"

    "It's chewed by others, it's gross!"

    Although I couldn't understand why she added her own chewed gum to the wall.

    'Glad they're enjoying themselves.'

    Damned System followed in Yeonwoo's footsteps and added its gum to the wall as well.

    After snapping a few photos there, they visited the very first Starbucks.

    Each bought a drink before heading to the city's oldest traditional market.

    While the twins and the Damned System were engrossed in their sightseeing, I carefully observed the people around us.

    'More locals than I expected.'

    We hadn't built on empty land—it was territory already established.

    So it was only natural there were many native residents.

    Despite providing immigration support, leaving one's lifelong home wasn't easy.

    Conflicts with these people wouldn't be solved easily.

    Currently, they were allowed dual citizenship; properties owned here were respected.

    However, within a few years, they'd have to decide whether to remain foreigners or become citizens.

    'There are numerous challenges.'

    I wondered if I'd ever get to discuss marriage with Rashar.

    "Ah."

    My musings were interrupted when the Damned System, walking next to me, suddenly tilted.

    It hadn't yet adapted to the body it crafted after a century.

    It had lost balance and almost fell several times.

    Each time, I had to grab and steady it.

    Right before it hit the ground, I caught it by the scruff.

    "Thank you, Kang Hyunwoo!"

    "Hena Unnie, hurry, hurry!"

    "Yes! Coming!"

    After regaining balance with my help, the Damned System resumed its lively interaction with Yeonwoo.

    Watching them, it didn't seem all bad for the Damned System to accompany the twins.

    'Jinwoo and I aren't nearly as energetic.'

    Watching the two race ahead, I casually asked Jinwoo.

    "Don't you want to take photos?"

    "Yeonwoo already has plenty."

    "Want anything?"

    "Would just be more baggage, wouldn't it?"

    "Alright, we'll take our time."

    Had we traveled without the Damned System, Yeonwoo might've wandered about alone or Jinwoo and I would've had to adjust to her energy, which could be exhausting.

    However, having a high-energy companion like the Damned System meant Jinwoo and I could take it easy.

    In some way, the presence of the Damned System balanced our traveling party.

    The realization brought me some relief and gratitude.

    After recognizing the perks of traveling with the Damned System, I decided to adjust my mindset.

    If a situation couldn't be avoided, it was wiser to pinpoint advantages and maintain a plausible outlook.

    That approach would be better for my mental health.

    Yet, that mindset didn't last even through the day.

    "K, the savior of humanity, on a date with a mysterious woman?"

    "A scandal of the century! Who is K's love?"

    "A new encounter in old Seattle for K!"

    "While humanity suffers, he romances...? Angry outcries."

    "Snatching K's heart, a white-haired lover—who's she?"

    "Double-timing K? Lady at the airport, different woman on tour?"

    "What the..."

    That night, I was caught off guard by outrageous headlines!

    Both Korea and the world spent the night buzzing over similar rumors.

    There were plenty of photos supplied alongside the articles.

    The issue, however, was that the photos portrayed the Damned System, not Rashar.

    'If they're going to publish, they should at least do it accurately!'

    Looks like I'd have to reevaluate and change my thoughts from earlier.

    The accursed Damned System seems to bring trials, not benefits, to my life.

    Even as I gritted my teeth, a flood of messages arrived from people with newly announced contact numbers.

    Damned System
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    The reason I initially came to know about this article was due to such connections.

    While I was having dinner in the dining room attached to my hotel suite, my smartphone kept ringing.

    Among those who had contacted me in that way, Jordan was also included.

    He was currently working as a public official in the Biharin government.

    There was a high possibility that Rashar also knew about this news.

    Even though I gritted my teeth, I called Rashar first.

    "Hello....... "

    "The things they're blabbering about in that article are all nonsense."

    I wanted to clarify this sudden and damned scandal.

    I wondered why I, who had done nothing wrong, needed to clarify it.

    But I couldn't stay silent and let it slide, so I ended up speaking somewhat hastily.

    I had hinted that the system would devote itself to the physical realm while explaining future plans to Rashar.

    However, seeing such an article couldn't just pass by without any reaction.

    'If he remained unaffected, that would be shocking to me in another way.'

    I continued to explain with an anxious expression, doing my best to clarify.

    "It's absolutely not true. This isn't even human, to begin with!"

    Thankfully, Rashar didn't fall into any unnecessary misunderstandings.

    『Ah... I somewhat guessed it. I thought the person in the photo with you might be him.』

    Of course, seeing the article content made him a little upset.

    But thanks to my immediate call, he was okay now.

    I sighed in relief and ended the call.

    Then, I turned my head abruptly to the side.

    Sitting there was the Damned System, shoving mouthfuls of pasta that we ordered through room service.

    While someone like me had a perfectly fine girlfriend and got caught in a scandal because of him—

    Meanwhile, the guy who caused it all was completely carefree.

    I glared at the Damned System trying to stab another piece of food with his fork while his mouth was already full, and muttered.

    "Hey, reduce your size."

    The system looked up, startled by the abrupt statement while almost putting food into its mouth, blinking its eyes.

    But it was only for a moment; soon, the sitting height of the system shrank significantly.

    Witnessing such an unrealistic scene, the twins who were having their meal on the opposite side froze in place.

    "Is it okay like this......?"

    Regardless, the system quickly accommodated my request.

    The appearance completely changed, mumbling with food stuffed in his mouth.

    From that of a young adult in their 20s to a teenager in their mid-teens.

    Seeing the new appearance, I added another comment.

    "Smaller."

    In response, the system's appearance shrunk to that of a young child around ten years old.

    Standing at my waist height with tiny hands and feet.

    With that appearance, there would be no way they could link me with it.

    I felt it was sufficient, just when I wanted to nod at that decision.

    "...... Wouldn't it be better if you just changed to a boy? Strolling around with a girl at this point would make people call you a pedophile."

    Jinwoo, who had regained his senses from his shock earlier, advised.

    It wasn't something to be taken lightly and dismissed.

    If it's the kind of media that thrives on sensational headlines to drive clicks, they definitely would do it.

    Conclusively, I decided to heed Jinwoo's advice.

    "Change."

    My stern gaze fixed on him once again, led the system to change its appearance yet again.

    Though a bit handsome, wherever you looked, he was clearly a young boy.

    Just then, as I sighed, wondering why I should be tangled in such a mess—

    "Bzzzzt—!"

    A call came from the information desk.

    And the contents of that call were—

    『Excuse us, mister Kang. You have a visitor.......』

    『I want to see K too! I'm going to play! I'm going to ride the Ferris wheel!』

    Everything made sense with the booming voice over the phone.

    It was a voice too familiar for me to pretend not to recognize.

    Alongside the voice, there were ominous crashing sounds I couldn't identify.

    There were voices of what seemed to be police officers as well.

    Taking a deep breath, I answered that I would come down.

    At that, the hotel's staff spoke with a markedly brighter tone.

    『Thank you. Truly, thank you.』

    Who knows how harrowing it must have been for them to immediately thank me for saying I'd come down.

    Shaking my head as I left my room.

    Moving just before Beltra, who had come all the way to the hotel, could cause trouble.

    And when I got off the elevator and reached the lobby, beltra dashed towards me.

    Like catching a baseball, I caught the little guy, and then a shadow loomed over my feet.

    "Traitor."

    The first words Breche said while looking at me with patches of fur missing here and there were that.

    It was quite a miserable sight, leaving me at a loss for words.

    "I can't Die alone."

    Contrarily, Breche spoke as if resolved, leaving puzzling words with a profound implication.

    Immediately, he handed over a certain bundle of cloth he was holding to me.

    Then, without looking back, he fled.

    Just as I abandoned him at the airport and fled.

    The small bundle, which seemed to be waiting to be handed to me, squirmed in my arms.

    "Whaaaa!"

    A child young enough to have just begun to toddle, Horfe's youngest son, veleno.

    'Honestly, I could have steeled my heart and left him.'

    But recalling Horfe's death, I hesitated.

    Moreover, it was left by Breche.

    It was tantamount to a declaration of not giving up on bringing the children to me, even if they were sent back home.

    'If they keep coming like this, no matter how I try to avoid it.'

    Attempts to push them away were meaningless.

    I should've held off at the airport.

    Showing Beltra the bitter taste of life only made me taste bitterness instead.

    'Causality.......'

    It was the moment when the old saying that whatever you do will come back to you sunk deep into my heart.

    However, since I had brought this upon myself, there was no one I could complain to.

    In the end, I had to apologize for the commotion caused in the lobby while holding Beltra on my head and cradling Veleno in my arms, compensating for the damaged facilities.

    * * *

    There is a saying called the hell of childcare.

    I realized over the past few days that saying was not merely a metaphor.

    "Woooo!"

    Taking care of a baby who couldn't even speak was extremely tiring.

    As he could do nothing by himself, I had to do everything for him.

    And did it get easier when the child grew to be able to walk and talk?

    Absolutely not.

    He caused unimaginable mishaps in places I couldn't even see!

    Actually, having them in the baby stage with a limited range of movement was better.

    "Abububu."

    When crawling, he wouldn't go beyond my grasp, allowing me to prevent accidents beforehand.

    On the contrary, what about a child who had a wide range of mobility, could talk and walk, and was incredibly curious?

    'It's hell.......'

    When I had to take care of Beltra 24/7, I couldn't help but understand.

    The reason Breche said he couldn't Die alone.

    Why the saying "the hell of childcare" came into being!

    'Tired.'

    Even with a player's physique, it was tiring like this.

    How ordinary parents managed to raise a child was beyond me.

    'It wasn't like this with the twins.'

    At least today, beltra's interest was caught by the outside world, which was a relief.

    We had come to Disneyland in LA.

    Though I had to supervise and manage to prevent Beltra from breaking things—

    I didn't have to handle all of Beltra's overflowing energy.

    Thus, I was sitting relatively relaxed, holding only Veleno.

    Just a moment ago, the twins and the Damned System, along with Beltra, returned after riding one of the attractions.

    "Was it fun?"

    "Totally!"

    "You should have joined us."

    I shook my head.

    Initially, I tried joining a few times to enjoy myself.

    But it wasn't particularly enjoyable or thrilling.

    Perhaps because the experiences of running across buildings, flying in the air lingered within me.

    So I voluntarily appointed myself as the child's governess, taking a rest.

    I might reconsider if I had left only Beltra and the twins; however—

    Wasn't the Damned System in between the three of them?

    It meant there was no risk of an accident or danger befalling the twins due to Beltra's mistake.

    Therefore, rather than riding an attraction I didn't enjoy, I wanted to rest.

    "Oh brother! Look at this!"

    Just then, Yeonwoo approached, smiling, and showed her smartphone.

    Kim Yul had sent a DM.

    - Yul Yul: Are you happy......?

    - Yul Yul: If you are happy, I don't care what happens to me.......

    With a chuckle-inducing message, a photo was attached.

    Yang Taeho, Lily, and other attribute mana holders were chained in cuffs.

    'So today's magic circle installation is with others.'

    It might be a photograph using camera filters rather than real chains—

    But it expressed meaning sufficiently by implying, "Is it nice that you guys are having fun?"

    Sadly for those toiling, I couldn't involve myself in matters related to mana anymore.

    Now that the body that could use mana disappeared, how could I intervene?

    Excluding myself from the magic circle installation work was only natural, as I could no longer use mana.

    "Isn't this guy so adorable? I should tease him more. Let's take a picture."

    Yeonwoo sparkled her eyes, intending to tease Kim Yul further.

    "That's a good idea."

    It's not that I opted out of helping because I didn't want to; I simply couldn't due to the situation.

    Next to Yeonwoo, smiling, I snapped a photo for her.

    The moment I laughed briefly, suddenly around me became clamorous.

    "I am Superman!"

    Hearing an unfamiliar voice resounding, I soon found the root cause of the commotion.

    In just a brief lapse, beltra had climbed onto an attraction's rail, playing superhero.

    'That kid doesn't belong here.......'

    Glancing at Beltra, proclaiming Superman at Disneyland, I let out a deep sigh.

    I immediately rushed to retrieve Beltra and bring him down.

    "I'm sorry. You too, apologize for what you did wrong."

    "I'm so sorry......?"

    Forcing Beltra's head to bow in apology, the staff replied with a pitiful look on their faces.

    "P-Please be careful, yes, be careful. There's a risk of safety accidents, so p-please pay attention......."

    A line was drawn that if the incidents kept repeating, they would have no choice but to call the police.

    I felt sincerely sorry for the staff.

    These were not ordinary humans but individuals who could destroy the amusement park from within at any moment.......

    Most employees seemed to be either openly or secretly tense while we were around.

    Seeing that, made me resolute about properly controlling the kid.

    When I resolved the situation and brought Beltra back, a distinctly unwelcoming gaze was felt from beside me.

    Turning my sight, there was a kid barely larger than my knee glaring fiery eyes at Beltra.

    It was unmistakably the Damned System who was smaller than it used to be days ago when reaching my waist.

    'I personally have no exact answer to that.'

    For now, it was a guess assuming it had something to do with Beltra.

    Of course, it didn't seem like something positive.

    Truthfully, the Damned System wasn't favorable towards Beltra or Veleno.

    "That's extremely rude!"

    Merely looking at the visible behavior was enough to know.

    "Get down from Kang Hyunwoo's head right now!"

    Once Beltra habitually climbed up my head after apologizing to the staff, the Damned System glared with eyes wide open, casting scolding words.

    The difference in attitude from dealing with the twins couldn't go unnoticed.

    Damned System constantly found something off in Beltra's actions and had to add a comment on it.

    Naturally, beltra didn't listen.

    'Looking at it, it doesn't seem the Damned System is genuinely reprimanding him.'

    If the Damned System had been truly angry, there was no way Beltra could remain so at ease.

    Considering it wields enormous status, being the primordial god of this dimension.

    'Perhaps it's venting its frustration?'

    As I was ruminating over the Damned System's behavior—

    "I told you to get down!"

    Damned System added another remark, pointing a finger at Beltra sitting on my head.

    Yet Beltra paid no heed and was about to indulge in another mischief.

    Reactively, I grasped the nape of Beltra's neck, fixing my gaze sternly, raising my voice.

    Damned System.
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    "If you run off without a word again, I'll quit everything that day and return to the hotel."

    "Umm..."

    The excitement in Delta's actions subsided a bit.

    He probably didn't want to be expelled from this paradise.

    After dealing with Delta, it was the system's turn.

    "You should stop there too. What's the point of interfering every time?"

    "The problem with Kang Hyunwoo is that he's too lenient with those jerks!"

    "Lenient, my foot."

    I reprimanded for mistakes, made them apologize, and did everything necessary. What was considered lenient?

    I warned the Damned System to stop as I changed places.

    Even as the system grumbled, I managed to drag it to the next attraction.

    "I'm sorry, but you two don't meet the height requirement..."

    Two children were denied entry due to the height restriction.

    Hearing this through the interpreter magic tool, Delta was shocked and stood agape.

    Meanwhile, the system, standing next to him with a confident face, took a step forward.

    And then, it grew.

    "..."

    In the midst of cameras and videos being taken, it blatantly changed its appearance.

    Whether it knew it had caused an incident or not.

    Placing its hands confidently on its waist, the system said something outrageous.

    "I can ride now, can't I?"

    I was at a loss for words and couldn't do anything for a moment.

    It wasn't only me; most people around us seemed to be in a similar situation.

    "What did I just see?"

    "Jesus..."

    "Damn, this is gonna go viral."

    Even the twins, who had seen the system transform before, weren't much different.

    They probably didn't expect it to happen in front of everyone.

    Neither did I, but as they were twins, they instinctively understood.

    "Is there a problem? Am I still not allowed to enter?"

    Meanwhile, a flustered employee was stumbling over words, letting the system onto the ride.

    Having lost someone to pour out my nagging, I looked up at the sky in a state of spiritual resignation.

    Despite being in a crowded place, it somehow felt quiet around me.

    If this was just my imagination, it would have been great.

    Unfortunately, it was reality.

    "Yahoo!"

    Damned System's cheers were especially clear amidst the silence.

    I racked my brains over how to manage this situation while the system enjoyed its ride.

    Seeing its innocent face upon returning made me give up thinking.

    'Let the videos or photos spread; I don't care.'

    After all, it wasn't human; why bother worrying about such things?

    Even if it led to rumors or urban myths, I doubted it would affect the Damned System.

    'In any case, it will be forgotten in a hundred years.'

    I decided not to worry anymore.

    * * *

    A few days after the eventful visit to Disneyland,

    "Kang Hyunwoo."

    In the middle of dinner, the Damned System spoke.

    "An unknown status is approaching."

    Someone from beyond the causality was coming toward Earth.

    I put my utensils down and stood up without a second thought.

    And I spoke to the twins who were dining with me.

    "I'll be back after handling some matters; keep eating."

    "Will it take long?"

    "I'll know when I get there."

    "... Alright."

    Just before crossing the causality, the Damned System asked.

    "Shall I come too?"

    "Why would we all rush in for such a big deal? Just stay."

    I couldn't leave just the twins and the young beastfolk behind.

    There needed to be someone to control the beastfolk when I wasn't there.

    Beastfolk, especially young predators, are dangerous.

    They don't understand how easily their strength can tear humans apart, so they must always have guardians.

    Breche didn't always stick with Delta for nothing.

    Leaving the Damned System behind, I crossed the causality.

    I then quickly followed the arrow displayed by the system.

    'Found it.'

    The presence of a Seed of Divinity approaching rapidly wasn't that significant.

    'Judging by the ragged appearance, it seems it's been wandering for a while.'

    It still seemed to retain some reason, judging by how it warily checked its surroundings.

    It steadily closed the distance with Earth.

    Finding the surroundings empty, it seemed about to pierce the causality and enter Earth, reaching out.

    At that moment, what appeared on its face was unmistakable joy.

    'No wonder it's happy when there's no Seed of Divinity guarding outside the dimension.'

    With a wry smile, I stepped forward just before it could touch the causality.

    "Stop right there."

    Crackle!

    Every path it tried to advance was filled with my puppets.

    The puppets, capable of destroying status even by a mere touch, were sharper weapons against a Seed of Divinity than anything else.

    Having absorbed the status of Omby, my puppets had grown even more threatening.

    In the eyes of those facing them, the puppets must appear quite daunting.

    The creature was genuinely shocked, watching its scattered status with horror.

    - W-wait!

    It had assumed this place was already invaded seeing no one around.

    - I-I'll leave immediately! I didn't intend to fight in the first place!

    And with that, it tried to flee without looking back.

    Unfortunately, its proposal was dismissed.

    Instead of listening to its plea, I reached out.

    And then I started pounding on the creature that tried to escape.

    Though it struggled more than expected since its life was at stake, compared to Omby, it was mediocre at best.

    After hunting down another Seed of Divinity and absorbing it, I stared into the vast beyond of causality with a furrowed brow.

    'They seem to come more frequently than I expected.'

    From the state when I was just a mass of power until now, as many as four external Seeds of Divinity had approached Earth.

    Of course, they all ended up as my nourishment and were crushed, but I didn't expect so many to be wandering around.

    'It implies that numerous dimensions have been shattered and primordial gods have perished somewhere beyond my sight.'

    There's no guarantee someone like Omby won't appear again.

    Before that happens, I should face as many statuses as possible and grow stronger.

    Thus, whenever a Seed of Divinity approaches, I don't let a single one escape and consume them all.

    'Part of me wants to go on an expedition.'

    Yet, I felt it was premature to leave Earth unattended right now.

    I'm still inexperienced in many ways, and I didn't want to abandon my family to go back to the battlefield again.

    'I'll discuss it with the Damned System when the time comes.'

    Upon finishing the now-familiar Seed of Divinity hunt, my heart felt restless.

    The life I would lead from now on.

    The role assigned to me from now.

    The reason for my existence.

    Thinking over all these weighed down on me.

    I didn't know how much of it, born as a human, I would be able to endure.

    'There's no turning back.'

    The conversation with the Damned System was already concluded regarding this part.

    The forthcoming endeavors wouldn't halt even if they were overwhelming.

    'I must adapt.'

    With my adaptability being exceptional, I would have to find my strength and carry on.

    After finishing the job, instead of returning straight to Earth, I headed in a different direction.

    Since I was out beyond causality, there was something I needed to check.

    How far had I traveled when a bright white light came into view?

    The place was like the nest of the system, with its creations scattered around.

    'Being able to replicate everything existing in the world but unable to destroy any of it.'

    Such was the authority of the system, connected to the realm of creation.

    The game program too was made through this authority.

    The rule that says one grows stronger by absorbing experience; it's because it existed in the games created by humans.

    'Understanding why it favors humanity might be achievable.'

    Damned System can exercise greater authority the more humanity develops and the world diversifies.

    Even things imagined, that don't exist in reality, can be implemented.

    Thus, it seems to have greater affection for humans and the material realm than Karlos.

    'Luckily for me.'

    Moreover, the limitation of the system's power was a very advantageous factor for me.

    Though firearms like explosives created by the system may function, they can destroy nothing.

    Literally, they can mimic something, but destruction or eradication from it is absolutely impossible.

    'Therefore, a being to carry out destruction on behalf is needed.'

    In the current era, that's where I came in.

    I pondered over the numerous conversations I had shared with the Damned System as I continued onward.

    Eventually, having passed countless creations, I reached a place.

    There, fragments floated above the pure white divinity.

    It was the shattered pieces of Kerax's spear from the likes of the battle with Omby.

    'Has it slightly mended compared to six months ago?'

    I observed the fragments that hadn't even started resembling a spear.

    The system's divinity was working on restoring it, but it seemed like it would take quite some time.

    There was no way I, in a state of bodily disappearance and confusion, had the capability to gather this.

    The one trying to restore and collect it was not me but the Damned System.

    - Though I am not fond of his origin, given that he's your first apostle, restoring him would make him useful.

    What had evolved from the mortally absent thought of Kerax to form consciousness, it was no living entity.

    It didn't have a lifespan.

    The system seemed to value that aspect highly.

    'In essence, it was an eternal apostle of mine.'

    Kerax served as a security measure to protect my existence until my mythology took hold.

    'Now there's a steady influx of divinity.'

    This was to be expected in an era alive with my deeds.

    An era where my existence was proven through countless videos and materials.

    Yet human memory is finite, and the world changes dramatically.

    A time will come when my reality fades, dismissed as past delusions or exaggerated tales.

    The making of my story into a myth would inevitably take longer than anticipated.

    'Possibly a thousand years, or even longer.'

    There were reportedly many statuses that couldn't endure such a time and perished.

    Damned System sought means that would allow me to safely endure those years.

    Kerax being chosen as that means was a decision of its own.

    'His will wasn't reflected, but.'

    Having agreed with the Damned System's choice, I had no objection.

    As before, the Damned System would spare no means to protect humanity.

    'And I, too, would align with it in such a cause.'

    Having already discussed everything, using Kerax presented no moral reservation despite possible guilt.

    I long observed Kerax's Spear, unable to Die and still being restored.

    * * *

    Through nearly two weeks, I had worked continuously without a break.

    And today, Rashar had left work on time for the first time in a while, looking blankly up at the sky.

    The setting sun greeted her.

    Looking at the sky with the sun in it.

    "Is it a miracle...?"

    Such words automatically came out, reflecting the tough days she had.

    It happened to be the time when preparations for next year's budget were reaching their end, intensifying the busyness.

    Particularly due to the tight deadline, everyone had to work hard without proper sleep.

    It was a trial the still-unstable government could not avoid.

    Every department did all they could to receive even a little more budget.

    The Ministry of Defense, where Rashar belonged, was no exception.

    Their fierce struggle to secure more defense funds clashed with the administration's fierce battle to allocate them effectively.

    And finally, today, after nail-biting time.

    The affair had resolved, and the budget was passed to the emergency parliament.

    Thanks to this, Rashar miraculously left work on time.

    As she gazed at the sky, Rashar began rummaging through her pockets.

    She then called someone she had to neglect due to her busy schedule.

    "Hello?"

    But what replied was a woman's unfamiliar voice.

    Flustered, Rashar stuttered and asked a question.

    "Uh...? Isn't this K, Kang Hyunwoo's number?"

    'Oh, it is, but who... Sha? Who's Sha... Oh! Is it Rashar sister? It's Yeonwu! Hyung is currently not at the moment.'

    "Oh, yeonwu."

    'Eh, isn't Yeonwu too formal between us! Just call me comfortably. Did you just get off work? Want to come over? Play with us until he returns.'

    Though she was still flustered, she managed to gather herself, though responding immediately wasn't easy.

    'Wouldn't it be rude to abruptly join a gathering of family?'

    Rashar's hesitation didn't last long.

    Damned System.
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    I missed Hyunwoo.

    He was always the one who came to visit first.

    Maybe this time, it would be fine for me to visit him first.

    "Is that really okay?"

    When I asked cautiously, Yeonwoo responded with a bright tone.

    『Of course! Have you had dinner? Should I order something? The room service here is quite good.』

    "Wouldn't it be too much trouble...?"

    『Oh, don't say that!』

    "Well then, please order something simple."

    『Alright! See you later!』

    After finishing the call with Yeonwoo, a bright expression settled on Rashar's face.

    The thought of finally being able to meet Hyunwoo made his steps quicken.

    He headed swiftly towards the hotel, almost like flying.

    As soon as he rang the doorbell at the suite, the door burst open.

    "Big sister is here! Come in, over here."

    Yeonwoo greeted Rashar warmly with a broad smile as she stepped out.

    Feeling a bit awkward and embarrassed, Rashar followed Yeonwoo inside.

    Personally, she didn't have a close relationship with the twins.

    Still, she felt grateful for the warm welcome.

    "The kids have just finished eating, so you'll be able to dine comfortably."

    Hearing the word 'kids', a familiar face naturally came to mind.

    A mysterious woman and a boy who had adorned the internet in countless photos with Hyunwoo since one day.

    They looked different, but she knew they were the same figures.

    While recalling the images imprinted in her memory, she heard a youthful voice from inside.

    "Kang Jinwoo, is it not done yet?"

    "Just wait a moment. There must be a save point somewhere..."

    As Rashar walked into the living room along the suite's corridor, he saw Jinwoo operating something.

    And next to him was a child clinging tightly to the hem of his pants.

    All that was visible was the small body and shadow.

    Yet below that, the enormous presence of an iceberg submerged in water could be felt.

    'Divinity, and godhood.'

    It felt like the calm existence was poking her entire body, as if it was tied down.

    Rashar was an apostle who shared a status with Hyunwoo.

    Thus, her capacity to perceive divinity and godhood was invariably vast.

    Her throat tightened as the tension rose, but she swallowed dryly and spoke.

    "Nice to meet you for the first time."

    She could sense the twins looking at her in perplexity.

    Even so, she believed it was proper to greet them formally.

    For the entity before her was the primordial god of this dimension.

    "I deeply appreciate the grace bestowed upon us, and I'm terribly sorry for the delayed greetings..."

    "It was not I who granted you grace."

    The primordial god of Earth, who interrupted Rashar's words, rebuffed coldly.

    At that, the twins' eyes widened in surprise.

    The atmosphere froze instantly, but the primordial god snorted disdainfully, turning its head away.

    "I'd chase you out this instant if I had my way... Ouch!"

    Bang!

    But before finishing the sentence, it clasped its head and rolled on the floor.

    "Ouch! It hurts! I'm telling you, it hurts!"

    At that moment, Hyunwoo appeared, grabbing the head of the primordial god, so there was no time to be glad to see him after a long while.

    "You might get thrown out before Rashar if you carry on like this. Watch your words."

    "If anyone should be thrown out, it's them, not me...!"

    "Then pay for the lodgings yourself if you don't like it."

    "Ugh! That's mean! Don't you think that's childish?!"

    "You have no room to talk."

    Clicking his tongue, Hyunwoo motioned Rashar inside.

    "No need to deal with that nuisance. Just ignore it."

    "But still... "

    "But still, if you came at this hour, aren't you off work now? You haven't eaten dinner yet, so go and eat first."

    Not wanting to worsen the noisy situation, she couldn't ignore Hyunwoo's intention to settle things.

    "You too, Jinwoo, put that down and make room."

    Rashar, along with the twins, turned around.

    She had heard there was some disagreement between Hyunwoo and the primordial god regarding bringing the Biharin over.

    'I didn't know the hostility would be this severe.'

    It was almost to the point of being turned away at the door.

    That fact alone was enough to make her feel intimidated.

    There was another person who wasn't happy about Rashar's visit.

    As soon as they entered the dining room with the awkward twins, they heard running footsteps.

    It was Berta, who had brushed her teeth in the restroom after dinner.

    Berta stopped at the entrance of the dining room, her fur bristled.

    "Why is Sha here?"

    Then, with a fierce expression, she hissed, "I don't like Sha anymore! Get out of here right now!"

    Everywhere she turned, it seemed like everyone disliked her.

    Trying to swallow her bitterness, Rashar attempted to calm Berta.

    But rather than calm down, Berta's voice only grew louder.

    As the situation continued, she felt like an unwelcome guest who had come to the wrong place.

    'Maybe I should just leave...'

    With a sense of melancholy, she sighed.

    "Who says leave or stay?"

    The voice, slightly lower than Hyunwoo's usual tone, came from Hyunwoo who had just finished his conversation with the primordial god. Standing in the dining room, he picked up Berta with a firm face.

    * * *

    As soon as Rashar turned to leave, a snort was heard.

    Of course, it was the Damned System that made the sound.

    Clearly annoyed, it showed no intention to hide its feelings.

    'Despite repeated warnings, it continues to act this way.'

    I no longer felt the need to be patient with it.

    After utilizing divinity to prevent raising my voice, I spoke in a cold tone.

    "If you continue to behave like this, get lost."

    The system seemed shocked to hear such explicit words, making a strangled noise.

    Then, with an indignant tone, it squawked.

    "You're choosing those outsiders over me?!"

    It was almost amusing, as if I had betrayed it.

    Without hiding my cold expression, I retorted back.

    "Isn't it obvious? You're not more precious than my friends, my lover, or my family."

    Perhaps sensing the ferocity in my tone, as I was truly at my wit's end, the system's figure trembled slightly.

    Taking advantage of the moment, I leaned in closer.

    Meeting its gaze, which was unusually tense, I fixed my eyes on it.

    "How many times do I have to tell you to knock it off?"

    Throughout the past ten days of travel, the system had shown outright hostility toward Berta and any Biharin it encountered.

    Especially if they had any relation to me, its rejection was even more vehement.

    Seeing me socialize with them, it would sulk and fuss constantly, complaining why I wasted my time on them.

    After such repeated incidents, I had a vague understanding of the system's mental state.

    'I guess it was annoyed seeing me spend time on outsiders it didn't approve of.'

    Much like a young child throwing a fit when their best friend played with friends they didn't like.

    Realizing this made me sigh deeply.

    At times, I couldn't tell whether I was raising a child or serving an primordial god.

    However, I tried to resolve it amicably, seeking a peaceful coexistence.

    This was based on the belief that we would spend an eternity together, so unnecessary conflict wasn't desirable.

    Yet, seeing it make threats and berate Rashar like this turned my resolve upside down.

    'I can't believe it would slight and threaten Rashar like this, knowing how I felt about her.'

    Half the reason I stubbornly returned to the physical world was my family, and the other half was Rashar.

    During the year I spent as a being of pure energy, she was at the center of my regrets.

    I hadn't been able to protect her through war, hardly supported her the way I should have.

    Even while considering her precious, instead of protecting her like I did the twins, I dragged her into battle.

    It wasn't that I didn't trust her ability, but it never pleased me to drag her into danger.

    So now, I intended to treat her right, to begin making her past so happy she'd forget the painful years of war.

    'For it to act like this knowing everything, to slight me and my world?'

    This was both a threat to me and my world.

    In a voice weighted with my suppressed anger, I continued, emphasizing each word.

    "At most, a century."

    Less than a hundred years before my loved ones would Die.

    Leaving me to live on with memories of this century for a much longer time.

    "With a defined end in sight, can't you let us live a little happily and comfortably during that time? Do you have to nitpick and make a fuss over everything like this?"

    Damned System looked away from me.

    Finally regathering my emotions, I straightened up.

    "This is your last warning. Enough is enough. Do it again, and you really will be kicked out."

    There was no verbal response, but it didn't argue or shout at me like before either.

    I took that as it accepting my warning.

    To mark the end of the uncomfortable conversation, I pointed to the gaming device sprawled on the sofa.

    "If you have time to cause a fuss over nothing, play some games."

    The TV was on bright, and a VR device was already connected.

    "I bought all sorts of games since you said you wanted to play."

    "... I was going to play, anyway."

    Pouting like a child, the system picked up the VR equipment in a sulk.

    But obviously struggling with the controls, it continued to fidget awkwardly.

    Without a word, I restored the save point from the last stage the system had played the previous night.

    Glancing at me, the system put on the device over its head.

    With the divinity retracted, I headed to the dining room to encounter another chaos.

    "I don't like Sha anymore! Get out of here right now!"

    Why was everyone so obsessed with making Rashar leave?

    Grinding my teeth, I marched over and scooped up Berta.

    And spoke sternly to the fussing little one.

    "Who says leave or stay?"

    "K... K! Sha is...!"

    Berta failed to manage her anger, her voice quivering with frustration.

    But I cut her off resolutely.

    "I clearly told you tossing a fit won't solve anything."

    "But Sha started it!"

    "This is my place, and Rashar is my guest. If you behave rudely, I won't take care of you anymore."

    Even before I finished speaking, tears welled up in Berta's eyes.

    But when I didn't relent, she gradually backed down.

    "Apologize or go back to your home, one or the other."

    In the past, she would have thrown an even bigger tantrum.

    "... I'm sorry."

    Today, an apology came.

    It seemed the education I'd given through parenting hardships over the past few days had some effect.

    "Apologize to Rashar as well."

    "... Sha, I'm sorry."

    Reluctant and forced as it was, at least an apology came from her.

    'At least she said sorry.'

    Thinking that was enough, I put Berta down.

    But instead of running off, she mumbled, asking for a hug again.

    Softening my resolve, even while scolding myself inwardly, I picked her up again.

    Damned System, having noticed the ruckus from the dining room, watched with a slit-eyed glare but didn't say anything.

    It merely flicked its head abruptly and returned to the living room.

    I glanced after the retreating system, then settled Rashar, who remained stiff, back into her seat.

    After that day, there were no more unnecessary outbursts at the lodging.

    There was finally peace.

    Damned System (빌어먹을 시스템, it)
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    The morning before the twins returned to their homeland.

    I fiddled with a familiar leather pouch in my hand. It was the subspace pouch I had lost during the final battle in Seoul.

    "If I had continued to have it with me, it would have been torn to pieces along with my body."

    Luckily, I dropped it before leaving Seoul, and Rice Cake had retrieved it, saying my family was keeping it safe. When I got it back, I felt a bit complicated. I often found myself lost in thought, repeatedly pondering, all because of a single item inside.

    And today, on a bright weekend morning, I made my decision after much contemplation and got up from my seat.

    "Where are you going?"

    A voice followed me as I crossed the living room, coming out of my room. It was Breche, who had come to check if Berta was doing well this morning. I suppressed my rising irritation as I turned to look at him.

    However, I couldn't let out the boiling frustration inside me. He had brought along various young beastfolk children, supposedly to avenge himself against me. Thanks to him, the suite room where my family and I was staying had turned into a daycare center.

    While I sighed internally, Breche pressed on with his question.

    "Where are you going?"

    His persistent gaze was slightly unsettling, as if he were watching a prey animal.

    I gritted my teeth and replied, "I have some matters to attend to."

    "Where to? When will you be back?"

    If I didn't give him a proper answer, he seemed ready to follow me immediately.

    "Such a petty rat."

    Why had I not realized how petty this guy could be until now?

    "And why, in the first place, does he call me a traitor?"

    I had no obligation to watch after his siblings with him. I ground my teeth harder and gave him an answer despite my reluctance. But Breche's skeptical gaze swept over me from top to bottom. Having committed a mistake, it was only natural that his trust in me was low. His scrutinizing eyes were exceedingly unpleasant.

    "Today is the day my siblings are leaving. I'll go and come back right away."

    My voice, tinged with annoyance, snapped, and Breche finally turned away. Only then did I manage to leave the living room.

    Considering how long it would take to drive, I moved beyond causality and swiftly manifested at my destination.

    It was a house located in a remote suburban area, far from the city center. I could feel a presence inside, and they probably realized I was here.

    Yet, despite ringing the doorbell, there was no answer.

    The implication of this situation was simple.

    "They must be in a foul mood again."

    I sighed deeply and repeatedly pressed the doorbell. Persistently, to the point where it would become too bothersome not to answer.

    After standing at the front door pressing the bell for over 10 minutes, the door swung open, revealing Grettman with a displeased look.

    He seemed to have lost an arm and was slightly limping. Seeing him holding a cane with one arm of his attire flapping, I couldn't help but feel uneasy.

    "That's why I told you to become my apostle."

    Why did he stubbornly refuse before the dangerous battle?

    As I inwardly grumbled, grettman also did not remain silent. His eyes, which regained their original blue after losing his Goddess, scanned me up and down.

    Eyes characteristically arrogant and unyielding, the kind only those who reigned for a long time possessed.

    Standing quietly as if being evaluated before them, I clicked my tongue, and Grettman muttered, "Wicked rascal."

    I had lost count of how many times I heard him call me a wicked rascal.

    "Since you came back, why are you just now visiting?"

    So that's what had him in a foul mood. I briefly contemplated whether I should apologize for this. Grettman and I was not on such personal terms to visit just for pleasantries, I thought, but...

    "... I'm sorry."

    I decided to swallow my words, thinking whatever I said would only lead to more wicked rascal remarks.

    "He wasn't this bossy when we first met,"

    I mused.

    Ever since he started giving me advice and teachings here and there, his attitude had subtly shifted. I pondered whether to press him on why he was behaving that way but stopped short.

    Even if I asked, it seemed it would only end with him getting angry. For today, I merely intended to fulfill my purpose for visiting and leave. I wasn't eager to go inside and be treated as a guest.

    Standing at the entrance, I took out the item stored in the subspace pouch. Grettman's eyes widened slightly, watching my actions intently.

    It was no surprise for him to be shocked.

    What I withdrew was the last remaining bottle of Sacred Water I had purchased from the VIP store. Grettman's eyes fixated on the liquid shimmering inside the small glass bottle.

    "I came to give you this."

    Thankfully, no one around me had been injured severely enough to need it. Everyone had recovered well with the help of modern medicine. If Horfe were alive, I might have used it, but...

    "By the time I arrived, he was already dead."

    Considering other possible uses, I remembered Grettman. The effort he put into capturing Omby was indeed a great feat. Moreover, the injuries he sustained during that battle had left him with lifelong disabilities.

    I concluded that it was most fitting to give the remaining Sacred Water to Grettman.

    I reached out to fulfill my visiting purpose.

    Grettman's eyes followed the movement with apparent interest. Clearly, he had no lack of desires. Nonetheless, moments later, his frowning response took me by surprise.

    "Bah, I'm good."

    I expected him to accept it readily, so his rejection was unexpected. Before I could ask why his sharp voice returned.

    "If someone like you takes ages to bring it, I can tell."

    "..."

    "Obviously, you have somewhere else to use it. Instead of holding back today, just use it."

    This time, I was the one surprised.

    I hadn't realized he understood me so well.

    "After giving me a life where I don't even need to wield a sword anymore, I'm content."

    I gazed at Grettman with a complex expression, mixed with surprise and doubt. Did I really just hear those words, coming from the mouth of this arrogant man?

    "And..."

    While I was consumed by my confusion, grettman continued.

    "Why don't you think of offering greetings regularly? Do I need to scold you separately for this?"

    So that's why he was displeased every time he saw me.

    With a bitter face, I opened my mouth.

    "Greeting...?"

    I wanted to ask if we were in such a relationship where we needed to exchange greetings, but observing Grettman's sour expression, I found no need to ask.

    He genuinely believed that I should pay respects to him. Quite naturally and rightfully, as it seemed.

    "... Is he thinking of me as his apprentice?"

    Otherwise, he wouldn't have said the word "greeting."

    Certainly, I did learn some things from Grettman, but...

    "He barely taught me anything to claim I'm his disciple."

    If anything, I probably learned more from Shamel than from Grettman.

    I found myself having a lot to say internally but realized that voicing it would only plant the seeds of conflict.

    Grettman was a man who had persistently enforced his beliefs throughout his life. Even if I said it didn't sit right with me, he wouldn't accept it.

    "I guess there's no getting around accommodating the one who mentored me."

    I mean, I did learn from him, even if it was just briefly. So playing the role of a slightly delinquent and indifferent student seemed feasible.

    That was the quietest, most efficient way to navigate the situation.

    "... I'm sorry."

    Though I uttered the apology, I had no intention of visiting again for formalities in the future.

    "I guess I'll just settle for being called a wicked rascal next time as well."

    Grettman seemed entirely unaware of my actual sentiments.

    Upon hearing my apology, his expression visibly softened.

    I returned the Sacred Water to the subspace pouch.

    Now that my business was concluded, I intended to leave. However...

    "By the way, who would have thought I'd see it here? There were rumors about the Sacred Water disappearing and causing a fuss..."

    Grettman shared a piece of unexpected news.

    "Disappearing?"

    I echoed reflexively, to which Grettman explained.

    "It must have happened shortly before we abandoned the dimension."

    Apparently, the Sacred Water stored deep within the temple's repository had all vanished. Including the newest batch for that year, totaling three bottles. It disappeared in an instant, as if it had evaporated, causing the Order's leadership to be thrown into chaos.

    "They kept it quiet, fearing public disclosure would stain their reputation. Still, there were rumors they were frantically searching for the thief."

    I kept my awkward smile in place, choosing to remain silent.

    I had a hunch who the thief was.

    "Damned System..."

    First thing when I return to the hotel, I should definitely give that rascal a piece of my mind.

    * * *

    As I returned from visiting Grettman, the hotel room greeted me with a warm welcome.

    "K!"

    The first to reach me was Berta, hopping towards me.

    "Kang Hyunwoo!"

    Next came the system, waddling its way.

    "Abubu!"

    And lastly, there was Beleno, crawling sluggishly.

    'What in the world is this?'

    I was unmarried and had no children.

    'So why, upon opening the door and walking in, do I suddenly have three kids rushing towards me?'

    I was utterly unprepared for such a scene.

    So, for a moment, I lost my words and stood at the entrance.

    While I stood there, the jumping Berta perched on my shoulder. The waddling system then latched onto my pants leg.

    Though I had thought about giving the system a good beating upon my return, I sighed instead.

    '... Why does this rascal appear to be getting smaller?'

    I distinctly remembered him being roughly the same age as Berta in appearance when I left.

    And yet now, why does he resemble a toddler around two or three years old?

    Was his psychological state stopping at infancy not enough?

    Why on earth make your physical appearance even younger and smaller?

    'Is he really trying to regress?'

    If I had my way, I'd ask him outright.

    That's how frustrating and incomprehensible his behavior was.

    The furrow in my brow deepened considerably.

    While I debated whether or not to pry further, "Gugugu!"

    Beleno, having crawled up from behind the system, finally arrived.

    Instinctively, I reached out to pick up the baby, but froze mid-action.

    The system, who had released my pants leg, stretched its arms up with sparkling eyes, looking at me.

    'So...'

    Does he want to be held? Did he become smaller just to do this? And ask for this?

    I reviewed the system's behavior since our last argument.

    Despite being next to Berta and Beleno, it neither threw tantrums nor yelled.

    It was more like he ignored them as if they were air.

    This was likely the system's own declaration, agreeing with my terms not to disrupt the time given to me.

    'If that's the case.'

    There's no reason I can't accommodate such a request.

    Rather than letting him throw tantrums because he didn't get his way, it seemed better to accept his childish antics while maintaining some degree of control.

    With a resigned sigh, I picked up the system with my free right arm.

    "Hehehe!"

    Though a peculiar laugh rang out, I pretended not to hear it.

    I turned a blind eye to the squirming movements in my arms too.

    Even though it worried me slightly how I might appear holding two children this way—with Berta gripping my hair—I was satisfied with the peace it brought.

    As I made peace with this new reality of mine, just then, the twins came out, pulling their suitcases behind them.

    "You're here? Breche hyung is napping with the kids... Wow, what is this?"

    "Amazing, oppa, wait! I have to record this!"

    Upon seeing how I looked, Yeonwoo immediately took out a camera to capture the moment.

    "... Not heavy? Your back okay?"

    Meanwhile, Jinwoo chuckled helplessly while expressing concern for my back.

    My body could easily lift a two-ton dump truck, so weight wasn't an issue. I dismissed the unnecessary worry and said, "Stop fussing and come on. We'll miss the flight if we don't leave soon."

    It was time for the two of them to return to their daily lives at the end of their vacation.

    Damned System.
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    After sending the twins off on the plane, I crossed over causality.

    Then, I leaped through space and manifested again in the material world.

    It was in front of a university hospital building in Seoul.

    I stood there, staring at the hospital building, and pulled my hat down to cover more of my face as I moved forward.

    How far had I walked? Soon, I arrived at the ward where the long-term patients were admitted.

    'To think I would come here of my own volition.'

    This was a turn of events that even I hadn't anticipated.

    Nonetheless, I had come here.

    'Because it kept bothering me.'

    Having come this far, returning without doing anything was not an option.

    After confirming the room number through Yang Hyewon, I reached out my hand.

    The door to the single-patient room silently slid open.

    Inside, two people came into view.

    A middle-aged woman lay motionless on the bed, connected to an oxygen mask.

    Beside the bed, a woman in her twenties sat on a chair.

    I knew the name of the latter.

    'Yun Jihye.'

    During the war, Yun Jihye got her sentence postponed on the condition of serving the country.

    Due to her achievements during the war, her sentence was reduced, allowing her to avoid imprisonment.

    Even now, after the war, she was still working with the government as a player, collaborating with the Mage's Association.

    'I heard she was dispatched to the Arctic to install a cooling acceleration magic circle... Maybe someone took her place?'

    Why was she back on the very day I decided to visit?

    I suppressed a sigh as my brow furrowed automatically due to Yun Jihye's vacant expression, as she listlessly looked outside, her cheek resting on the window frame.

    It was a bleak atmosphere, devoid of all enthusiasm, as if all life force had been drained from her.

    'When I saw her back at sea, she wasn't this lifeless.'

    I had thought she was lively, considering her past experiences.

    However, it seemed I had not seen the desolate, hidden side that lay beneath the surface.

    Seeing her empty back, a bitter taste filled my mouth.

    Swallowing a hard sigh, I stealthily entered the room, hiding my presence.

    Soon, I stopped next to the bed where the unidentified middle-aged woman lay.

    She was Yun Jihye's mother, who had reportedly attempted suicide and ended up in a vegetative state after her second daughter's death.

    I looked intently at the woman's face, then retrieved a vial of Divine Elixir from my subspace pouch.

    Before setting it down, I glanced at Yun Jihye's back again.

    Yun Jihye.

    She was the most memorable among those I had trampled on for my goals.

    Someone who distrusted the power of the law to the point of staining her own hands with blood to seek revenge.

    Had I not intervened, her revenge would have been perfectly executed.

    'I'm not trying to justify her crime or add a narrative to it.'

    But it lingered in my heart. If I had been in her position, I might have acted the same way.

    Perhaps I might have plotted an even more brutal revenge.

    'Maybe that's why I feel guilty about interfering.'

    I hadn't expected that something I trampled for my ideals would linger this long in my heart.

    That's why I stood here today.

    'When I realized I had retrieved the Divine Elixir, the first person's face I thought of was Grétman.'

    The hesitation in giving it directly to him stemmed from the subsequent image of Yun Jihye that appeared in my mind.

    'I'm not doing this for gratitude.'

    This was not an act of kindness for Yun Jihye.

    It was hypocrisy to rid myself of the uncomfortable weight left inside me.

    Thus, I didn't make an appointment, nor did I greet her, nor reveal my presence.

    I simply laid the Divine Elixir quietly on the table beside the bed and turned to leave, as if I had never been there.

    Approximately four months passed before I received news of Yun Jihye.

    It was through a photo posted on social media.

    Holding hands with her mother, who had regained consciousness and was recovering her health, Yun Jihye was walking a small dog.

    After that, there was no particularly noteworthy news.

    And that "no news" was surely good news.

    * * *

    After wrapping up matters related to Yun Jihye, I borrowed Jaehyuk's car and headed to the airport.

    Instead of waiting at the gate, I parked the car in the parking lot.

    There was no need to leave an illegal entry record by entering the bustling airport.

    Leaning back against the driver's seat, I took a languid breath and relaxed for a while.

    "Ora-bang!"

    "Hyung, you really came?"

    Soon, the twins arrived.

    On the way home with them in the car.

    Perhaps tired from the long flight or due to the time difference, they started nodding off.

    I kept an eye on them through the rearview Mirror as I drove.

    Once the semester started, both of them would either live in university dormitories or have arrangements to stay nearby.

    I planned to return quietly to Korea once or twice a week to check on them.

    However, we would no longer live under the same roof as before.

    'When I was busy with work, there were many days when we couldn't see each other.'

    Despite that, there was a sense of awareness that we shared living space under one roof.

    Thinking that such moments would almost cease, my heart felt restless.

    "The way from the airport to home feels unexpectedly short."

    Tap, tap.

    I tapped the steering wheel with my fingers for a moment.

    In the end, unable to quell the fluttering emotions, I spoke again.

    "I've said this many times, but if anything happens, contact me right away."

    Startled by the sudden admonition, the twins, who had been dozing off, woke with a start.

    "What did you say?"

    "What?"

    "I said, if anything happens, contact me immediately. It doesn't even take minutes to come from Bihar to here."

    "Yeah..."

    "Okay, I will."

    Even in their half-asleep state, the two nodded promptly.

    "Don't try to solve things by yourself and let them escalate. It's not that I don't trust you, but there are matters adults should handle."

    "Yeah, yeah!"

    "Got it."

    "Yun-woo, be careful with drinks when you're out, including any suspicious substances. Jinwoo, same goes for you. If anyone offers you something, cut ties immediately and contact me. I'll make sure to get rid of them without leaving a trace."

    "Uh-huh..."

    I'd warned them numerous times before about drinks and had taught them to be cautious.

    Hearing the same warning again might have been annoying, but the twins, without any sign of irritation, obediently agreed.

    "And..."

    Riding the momentum, I continued with more admonitions.

    I didn't usually do such things so often.

    Even when I ventured out to battlefields, I wasn't this restless.

    Thinking about their independence gave me a strange feeling.

    'I can't stay in Korea forever, either.'

    With a complicated heart, I checked on the twins through the rearview Mirror.

    They were rubbing their eyes or yawning, as if trying to shake off drowsiness.

    Observing them, I couldn't help but let a small laugh slip out.

    'I showed a pitiful side.'

    In reality, the twins seemed used to my absence and appeared unperturbed.

    It was time for me to face upcoming separations with composure.

    'Living together forever isn't possible anyway.'

    Being born as a family doesn't mean you don't eventually pursue individual paths when the time comes.

    Both the twins and I would only go further from here.

    'I kept the promise I made to take good care of them until they grew up.'

    Recalling the vow I made alone in front of my parents' graves, I cleared my cluttered mind.

    Finally, it felt like I had shed a long-held burden.

    From then on, the journey home no longer felt disconcertingly short.

    * * *

    After dining with the twins and the Seo family, I once more crossed over causality to return to Biharin.

    'A whole day has passed already here...'

    Even after realizing the change in date, I didn't immediately return to the hotel.

    Only chaos awaited me there with Breche, after all.

    '... Let's slack off a bit.'

    If Breche were to find out, complaints about betrayal would follow.

    'What would she do if I say work finished late?'

    Deciding on this, I put on a brave face to lie.

    Having come out, I decided to meet Rasher before returning.

    Should I wait in front of the Ministry of Defense or in front of her house?

    I needn't have pondered, as her voice over the phone gave me an answer.

    『I might be very late today... I'll tell the staff, so could you pick up the keys? It might be more comfortable waiting inside...』

    Offering keys to wait inside the house.

    'Good.'

    A subtle smile broke out as I replied.

    "I'll just wait inside, and you can give me the keys later yourself."

    『A-a-alright.』

    There was no question about how I would get inside.

    I could manifest by simply changing locations, and Rasher knew that too.

    So, technically, I didn't need the keys.

    Still, keys given by Rasher—

    It was an item with an alluringly desirable description attached to it.

    Receiving them through someone else's hands was unappealing, so I intended to take them directly.

    For now, I decided to spend time inside and wait.

    Switching my manifestation location to the inside of the house, I wandered around, exploring the still unfamiliar place, before lounging on the living room sofa to watch TV.

    Flipping through the news, then a movie, several hours flew by, maybe five or six.

    Suddenly feeling a sign of life approaching.

    "In this scorching heat, even beating you senseless would not be satisfying, you bastard!"

    With curses more varied than before, Gilenios barged in.

    Given that I had deliberately left things as they were, it was no surprise he came running upon hearing of my return.

    "How can you call yourself a person?! I, I, the struggles I've been through trying to clean up your mess! You disappear without a word, even after returning?!"

    Whoever informed him, I didn't know.

    Regardless, once information got in, it couldn't be undone.

    Furrowing my brow—there was no way I could ignore his loud grumbling.

    Moments later, having vented out a slew of curses and grievances, Gilenios panted and ground his teeth.

    I lightly waved him off, saying, "I know it's hard, just pretend to work from now on."

    "What?"

    "The task of fixing the torn space, act like you're doing it halfway. The native god here said they'll fix it eventually."

    Removing it would lead to no good immediately.

    'One major reason America abandoned this land was because of the phenomenon.'

    A mysterious, torn space.

    An occurrence beyond the explanation of modern science.

    Who's to say it wouldn't become a black hole swallowing this land and space altogether?

    America judged it better to relinquish the land than to bear the unforeseeable risk.

    'They likely figured it was better to pursue other benefits.'

    Yet if the torn space were to close within a few years of relinquishing it.

    'Realizing their misjudgment, they wouldn't hesitate to meddle from behind the scenes.'

    A significant number of Americans remained on this land—around 30 to 40% of the population.

    The denser the infrastructure, the higher their concentration.

    If America were to start interfering from behind?

    'It would inevitably spark conflicts among the population, leading to larger issues.'

    The notion that reclaiming this land would be a disadvantage needs to remain, ensuring no needless meddling.

    Thus, about 20 to 30 years later, once Biharin firmly established, the Damned System would set everything straight.

    Conveying this fact made Gilenios tremble.

    His face was beet red, as if about to burst.

    "That..."

    I momentarily wondered if he'd explode like an overfilled balloon.

    "Why did you only tell me this now?!"

    The truly exploding Gilenios initiated a second round of shouting.

    However, I had no intentions of indulging him to the end.

    I sensed Rasher's presence approaching from afar.

    I got up and gripped the raving Gilenios by the neck, dragging him close.

    And then...

    "Keck!"

    In one go, I choked him and pulled him close.

    "Should I report every single thing to you?"

    "Cough...!"

    "And as it's been bothering me since earlier, let me engrain it in your mind this time."

    If you ever invade Rasher's house like this without permission again—

    "You'll have to finish the task yourself, not the native god."

    Because I wouldn't let you out, leaving you trapped in space.

    Releasing the grip on Gilenios's neck, I pushed him away after the sinister warning.

    "If you've understood, then scram."

    Despite the harsh eviction notice, Gilenios's belligerent eyes remained the same.

    Yet, instead of yapping again, he turned and vanished.

    Simultaneously, footsteps approached upstairs—Rasher's footsteps.

    I walked towards the entrance, passing through the living room, and flung the door open to welcome her.
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    Three years had passed since the war ended.

    The summer, with its full-blown heat, was surprisingly calm.

    Last year, there had been wildfires, typhoons, and floods causing chaos.

    But this summer was exceptionally peaceful, unlike anything before.

    The effects of the magical array had already begun to show.

    "It's a miracle!"

    "The disasters are over!"

    "Blessings to Biharin!"

    Countries around the world expressed gratitude to the Biharin government and the Mage Association, sending gifts expressing friendship and goodwill.

    Of course, if carbon emissions continued, the climate crisis would begin again.

    But the world celebrated the immediate relief, enjoying a peaceful summer.

    Even the man strolling the streets to enjoy the cool evening air felt the joy.

    Holding an ice cream, he walked leisurely, his gaze fixed on his phone.

    Photos of Hyunwoo taken by paparazzi decorated social media.

    Pictures of him walking the streets with an infant Beastfolk in his arms, holding hands with Rashar, waited to pick up Berta from school, or seen eating in a restaurant, captured behind glass.

    There were numerous photos like these.

    And most of them featured him with the Beastfolk children.

    After dinner, the man went to the park for a walk and sat on a bench, scrolling through the photos.

    Swipe, swipe.

    "Isn't this like adoption already...?"

    Ever since Hyunwoo's return, he was often seen caring for Beastfolk children.

    The most frequently seen was Valenora, the youngest of the Beastfolk.

    It was more like living with them rather than just caring for them.

    Every time paparazzi or fans shared sightings of him, he always seemed to have them with him.

    "Still, I haven't seen that white one since last year."

    That child was adorably cute, just like the other Beastfolk children.

    Just as he thought about searching for old photos, there was a flash.

    Out of nowhere, lightning crackled across the sky.

    Golden, but at first glance looked almost white.

    There was no sound, but its presence was unmistakable.

    It was even more visible as night had fallen in South Korea.

    "Again..."

    Such events continued to occur from time to time, even after the war had ended.

    The curious thing was that this lightning was observed simultaneously worldwide.

    Experts insisted that there couldn't be a natural phenomenon observed simultaneously across the globe.

    This lightning, too, suggested it was a supernatural occurrence, similar to those during the war.

    It had already become an established fact that Hyunwoo was behind these occurrences.

    It made sense.

    Golden lightning was his symbol.

    The man believed, like many others, that it had a direct connection to Hyunwoo.

    Though he didn't exactly know what was happening.

    Different media outlets and organizations had tried to interview Hyunwoo about it.

    But none received a clear answer.

    Hyunwoo had never explicitly stated his position.

    The Player Association, scheduled for dissolution next month, also officially stated they knew nothing.

    "What on earth is happening there?"

    The man gazed intently at the sky.

    As he fixed his gaze, more and more bursts of lightning appeared briefly, then vanished.

    Seeing the phenomenon continuing for some time, he suddenly had a thought.

    "Is K still fighting a war we don't know about?"

    He remembered the era when golden lightning and black light had ravaged the entire world.

    How could one forget such an intense clash of power?

    What reason could there be for that threatening power to be needed again?

    "If that's indeed the case."

    How much of his sacrifice laid under this peace?

    And how would they repay that?

    The man felt a tightness in his chest and rubbed his face vigorously.

    * * *

    While the unnamed man was lost in complex thoughts, Hyunwoo was indeed in combat.

    "What a persistent creature."

    With a click of his tongue, blue feathers fluttered around him.

    Over two meters tall, with wings on its back.

    And a sharp beak and talons.

    Its eyes nearly vanished, turning blood red.

    The god of another world seemed to have lost its mind and was only aggressive.

    - Screech!

    With a high-pitched scream, it flew swiftly towards Hyunwoo.

    Simultaneously, fierce winds rose from all sides.

    These were not ordinary winds.

    They were wild, as if intent on tearing, scratching, and shredding everything in their path.

    The eerie will within seemed strong enough to pierce through anything.

    And golden lightning entwined over the winds.

    As if bending wills and canceling forces.

    The lightning chased and tangled with each strand of wind, raging wildly.

    When finally, the winds began to crumble.

    - Screech!

    With widely opened eyes, divinity erupted from the god's body.

    Specks of light blue were visible, but overall it was dyed black.

    It came close enough to swallow Hyunwoo whole.

    But its power failed to penetrate the divine barrier surrounding Hyunwoo.

    Boom-!

    Boom boom, boom!

    In the face of fierce violence that refused to yield, Hyunwoo's expression remained unchanged.

    He merely sought a way to overcome this situation and achieve victory.

    Around Hyunwoo, golden javelins began to take sharp shape.

    They were divine spears for long-range attacks.

    Unlike the past, destructive puppeteers now surrounded the crystallizing divinity.

    This indicated that Hyunwoo's ability to handle divinity had improved significantly.

    With a flash, one of the spears cut across the air.

    - Screee!

    It mercilessly pierced the nameless god's wings and legs.

    However, the creature's authority, acting as a shield, prevented any severe damage.

    "When you keep fiddling from far away..."

    Grumbling, Hyunwoo murmured softly, slightly creasing his brows.

    "I either need Kerax to recover quickly, or I need a spear that withstands divinity... it's frustrating."

    He then extended his hand, making golden divinity swell in the air before him.

    Crackle, crackle.

    Divinity shaped itself in real-time within the air, taking the form of a spear longer and more robust than usual.

    Holding it, Hyunwoo leaped.

    The nameless god, with its nearly severed wing, charged at him.

    Clang-!

    When the divine spear collided with the sharp talons, causality rang out loudly.

    Clang!

    Crack!

    Boom!

    Repetitive clashes followed.

    - Squee!

    The screams were only from the nameless god.

    Each time the already blackened blood splattered, more and more blue feathers flew out wildly.

    After dozens of clashes, when the shell housing its god and divinity was exposed to the puppet, twisted divinity once thought to be light blue, yet now corrupted black, erupted violently.

    In response, Hyunwoo's puppet also converged, emitting a blindingly strong light.

    Silent bursts of light tangled together in a power struggle.

    There was a shadow swiftly navigating through the chaotic clash of powers.

    Hyunwoo, clad in crystallized divine armor, advanced.

    With a thud, his lower body, firmly rooted on the ground, held steady.

    Squeezing the muscles in the familiar way, he thrust the spear in his hand.

    Swish.

    A light but sharp sound cut through the wind.

    The golden divine spear pierced through the nameless god's abdomen.

    Splurt-!

    As black blood erupted, untamed corrupt divinity spewed out madly.

    The puppet, seizing its target, began to destroy everything it could.

    - Screee! Screech!

    The despaired shriek suggested imminent annihilation, filling the hollow space across causality.

    A final, fierce authority whirlwind targeted Hyunwoo.'

    Such a fierce cry was strong enough to penetrate the divine shield he wore like armor; red blood scattered in the rough wind.

    But that was all.

    Pzzz.

    Like a deflated balloon, the power of the nameless god began to fade slowly yet distinctly.

    Eventually, it vanished, not leaving even a trace, along with its god as the master of the wind.

    Unlike the still vibrant lightning, it disappeared helplessly into history.

    Finally, Hyunwoo retrieved the spear he had extended and flicked off the black blood.

    The spear, which had adorned the final moments of the nameless god, dissolved like smoke, leaving no form.

    Thus, the "Vanguard" had yet again defended Earth from another invasion.

    * * *

    After eliminating a new unclassified threat.

    "Tch, why couldn't it Die gracefully if it was bound to Die anyway."

    I checked my bleeding side.

    It was a mindless creature, merely rushing in without distinguishing front from back.

    "But its capability wasn't something to disregard."

    Its authority and divinity were quite threatening.

    Among those who came after destroying Ombi, it possessed one of the top powers encountered.

    Its last fierce struggle, especially before dying, was impressive.

    It had even been a while since I last saw my own blood.

    Seeing the flowing blood and my soaked side left me chuckling bitterly.

    "Injury, huh."

    The memories of those intense battlefields felt vivid.

    Such injury didn't realistically affect me significantly.

    To annihilate me, one needed to destroy my status and divinity, not my body.

    However, since I replicated all senses, I still felt pain.

    To ensure this, I constructed my nervous system and all bodily organs identical to a human's.

    Clicking my tongue, I started reconstructing my body.

    Reforming the biological tissues wasn't easy.

    When all was finished, more time had passed than anticipated.

    Having erased both the injury and traces of blood, I lifted my hand to verify my puppet.

    "Even during combat, I felt it, and indeed, it's faint."

    Compared to the past, the lighter golden lightning leisurely drifted across my palm.

    It felt more like platinum than Gold now.

    "Could it be the accumulated record of protecting Earth transformed my status?"

    Originally, most of my status consisted of what the gods of Bihar amassed.

    "Especially from Karlos."

    Thus, my divinity was golden rather than the Earth's white.

    But the color was gradually fading.

    Perhaps when my status accumulates enough from Earth to cover Biharin's, it would completely turn white.

    It was unusual that the color of my puppet or divinity was changing.

    Still, it didn't alter my authority.

    I had already confirmed with the Damned System, so there was no need for further concern.

    Brushing away thoughts about my noticeably changing divinity, I refocused.

    Today was a rare day planned solely for a date with Rashar.

    Thanks to Berta and Valenora visiting their mother's house, I had gained this precious time after several weeks.

    "If I delay any longer, I might be late, so I should move now."

    Having repeatedly checked no blood traces remained, I manifested in the material world.

    Arriving hastily at Rashar's apartment, I flinched, freezing in place.

    I stood face-to-face with a woman in a smartly tailored suit standing in the center of the living room.

    She resembled Rashar but was evidently older.

    I could guess her identity just by seeing her silver-gray eyes and blue hair.

    "To think I'd see an outside man where my sister lives."

    It was Rashar's only sibling, charlotte, heir to the Bennett family.

    Damned System.
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    The sudden encounter left me momentarily flustered. I replied in the calmest tone possible.

    "... We don't live together. We just visit each other frequently."

    "It's fine to come and go without a word as long as you're not living together?"

    "We're not sneaking in and out; it's more about being at ease with each other..."

    But as I said it, I realized it sounded more like an excuse. So, instead of forcing a conclusion, I chose to just keep my mouth shut.

    Charlotte didn't feel the need to continue the conversation. Instead, I could feel her blatantly scrutinizing gaze.

    In response, I began observing Charlotte.

    'Saying you didn't know is probably a lie.'

    Photos of me and Rasharh together had already spread all over the world. The paparazzi, who had been paid in dollars, were persistent.

    No matter how much I chased them away or tried to shake them off, it was only temporary. In the end, I reached a point where I ignored their existence, following me like goldfish poop.

    Whether I should call it thanks to, or because of that, plenty of photos of me and Rasharh on dates had been taken, not to mention the ones showing us entering and exiting the same house.

    Even if she hadn't seen those many photos, it was inconceivable for Charlotte not to be aware of my relationship with Rasharh.

    'Rasharh must have told her about me.'

    I had heard it directly from her. She mentioned that she had talked about me to her sister.

    Considering how seriously and for how long Rasharh and I had been together, discussing marriage and settling down now and then, it wasn't strange at all.

    Charlotte couldn't possibly be unaware of me or the interactions between Rasharh and me.

    And yet, there hadn't been any messages suggesting we meet up.

    'Initially, she probably didn't have the luxury of spare time.'

    She was busy ever since being elected as a member of the Southern Assembly. Hence, I hadn't paid much attention to the lack of familial interactions.

    But to meet like this so suddenly.

    'Why did she come suddenly? Does Sha know about this situation?'

    Given that she didn't give me a heads-up for our scheduled meeting today, it seemed like she wasn't aware.

    As much as this unexpected meeting was bewildering, I couldn't stay frozen forever.

    I could sense Rasharh approaching.

    Heading to the entrance, I opened the door, and soon Rasharh, panting, appeared.

    Seeing her appearance confirmed it.

    'She didn't know.'

    It seems that Charlotte's visit wasn't a pre-planned event.

    "I'm sorry, K. It seems difficult to be together today. My, my, my sister, my sister is coming...!"

    Rasharh hurriedly said, out of breath from running.

    Seeing the smartphone clutched tightly in her hand, it seemed she had just received the news.

    She was so flustered that she didn't seem to recognize the presence from within.

    I gestured inside as I replied.

    "She's already here."

    "Oh...!"

    Rasharh hastily confirmed the interior.

    Charlotte, who had turned toward the door, was watching us.

    "Oh, you're here?! I'm sorry for the delay. I couldn't finish work on time... Please, have a seat!"

    Rasharh busily offered a seat to Charlotte.

    "Please, let me get you a drink, just a moment!"

    Unlike the frantic Rasharh, charlotte remained composed.

    She buttoned her suit jacket and spoke in an unvarying tone.

    "There's no need to bring anything out."

    "What?"

    "I just came by briefly to return the keys and see how you're doing, but I have to go back now."

    "You're leaving? But, since you're here... at least have a meal..."

    "I'm running short on time, so I can't."

    For a moment, disappointment was clearly evident on Rasharh's face.

    "I'm sorry for opening the door and coming in without notice. I'll be going now."

    Reflecting on the stories I'd heard, the current situation, and the circumstances, I spoke.

    "Then, do I remain an intruder sneaking into Rasharh's house?"

    "Hmm?"

    "Would you give me a chance to make up for my mistake... How about a dinner?"

    Charlotte, who was poised to leave, paused in her steps.

    She looked intently at me and then glanced over at Rasharh, whose face lit up with a glimmer of hope.

    After a brief moment, charlotte resumed.

    "I'm sorry, but I really don't have time today. As I said, I just came to briefly check on how my sister is doing."

    Upon repeated refusal, disappointment washed over Rasharh's expression.

    "So, it would be better to set another day for the dinner. I'll be staying here for a while, so I might be able to make some time to meet. Is that answer sufficient?"

    And with her following words, rasharh's face lit up again.

    "Then I'll formally greet you another time."

    Extending my hand as if to shake, charlotte stared at me intently.

    Of course, it wasn't long before she took my hand and accepted the handshake.

    "... Alright, it was a pleasure meeting you today."

    Having finished exchanging pleasantries with Charlotte, I gently patted Rasharh's back while speaking to her.

    "I'm waiting, so go see her off."

    "Oh, yes, okay."

    Rasharh soon headed to the parking lot with Charlotte.

    I watched the backs of the two, their familial resemblance quite evident.

    'Wasn't it said there was a 12-year gap?'

    Given the significant age gap, when Rasharh was born, charlotte was already undergoing training as the heir of the family.

    It wasn't an environment conducive to fostering amiable relations.

    Moreover, the two had different mothers.

    I heard Charlotte's mother died during childbirth, and Rasharh was born to her father's second wife.

    A point of note is that the reasons for the two marriages differed.

    The first marriage was a strategic alliance between families.

    The second marriage was for love.

    'Although the successor born out of the strategic marriage carries on the family line...'

    During Marquis Bennett's lifetime, the child he favored and cherished more was Rasharh.

    Numerous conditions entangled the two, making their relationship inevitably awkward.

    'I had heard they were somewhat estranged due to such circumstances...'

    I didn't expect there to be such a distance between them.

    'It seems Rasharh doesn't necessarily dislike her.'

    It might be too soon to judge based on a brief observation, but it seemed more like she found her intimidating rather than disliking her.

    'And Charlotte...'

    Seeing as how she personally came to return the keys, clearly, she didn't think of them as complete strangers.

    Her frequent use of the term 'sibling' suggested she definitely recognized them as family.

    Having spent a long time in a distant relationship, it wouldn't change quickly, but.

    'I can at least create opportunities for them to meet.'

    That's the extent of what I could do between the two.

    Just as I concluded my thoughts, the timing was perfect as my phone rang.

    Upon checking the name displayed, I promptly answered the call.

    * * *

    The next afternoon, I headed to the airport.

    Ahead of the arrival gate, reporters had gathered, having arrived earlier than me.

    Although the cameras turning toward me and clicking were annoying, I went to the entrance gate and waited quietly.

    How much time passed, I wasn't sure.

    The gate opened, and the people I had been waiting for appeared.

    I approached the first person to emerge, greeting them warmly.

    "Taeho hyung."

    "Ah, what were you doing coming all the way here?"

    He and I hugged each other warmly, exchanging greetings of reunion.

    "Looking more dapper than ever!"

    Click, click.

    Amid the loud shutter sounds and flashing lights, Yang Taeho patted my shoulder.

    And behind Yang Taeho, I noticed a familiar face.

    Kim Yul, who had lost his youthful look and had grown into a young man, was glaring at me with drowsy eyes.

    "Looking sharp?"

    He seemed displeased with me for having enjoyed myself while they struggled with the magic circle installations.

    But since I hadn't done anything wrong, I smirked confidently and responded.

    "How could it not be?"

    "Ugh, so annoying!"

    Kim Yul grumbled, but I knew it was his way of expressing gladness.

    'Seeing each other after a year, I suppose.'

    I habitually ruffled Kim Yul's hair as I spoke.

    "Never mind me being annoying, should I be congratulating you?"

    The reason why those who were busy installing magic circuits globally had come here was simple.

    The practical work of setting up the magic circle, which took a little over three years, was finally completed.

    Although it took twice as long as anticipated by the Mage Association, it ended without major incidents.

    As I reminded him of this fact, Kim Yul clenched his fists, expressing his emotions.

    "Yeah, I'm finally free! The freedom I had forgotten! I'm going to get a car right away, drink, and go to clubs!"

    There were some items on his bucket list I didn't fancy, but nothing worth nitpicking.

    "Fridays, fridays, fridays! I won't waste my youth in my twenties anymore!"

    The gleam of mania in Kim Yul's eyes wasn't much of a problem either.

    'Anyway, he'll soon be tied down by the Mage Association and won't be able to come out.'

    In the meantime, the twins would return for summer vacation.

    I'd just hint about the club story to Yeonwoo.

    'And if it's Yeonwoo...'

    She'd likely join him at the club rather than try to stop him.

    I half-listened as Kim Yul rattled off his bucket list.

    As I savored the reunion with the party members, other personnel began to emerge from the gates.

    Among them was Ahel, who had gained a bit of weight over the few years.

    "It's been a while."

    Not ignoring him, I greeted him, to which Ahel shrugged and replied.

    "It has. I don't need to ask about your wellbeing, do I? I've seen the fuss about how well you're doing."

    "It's not me causing the fuss but the reactions around me."

    "Who would have guessed."

    Ahel's curt response was followed by a slight click of his tongue.

    "If you'd been there, it could have been shortened by half a year. You're a lucky guy."

    I couldn't miss the muttered words that followed, dripping with regret.

    At this point, it could be intentional for me to hear.

    So, I pretended not to hear those well-audible words.

    Ahel was the person most disappointed that I wasn't involved in the magic circle installations.

    It wasn't the first time he had subtly brought it up like this.

    I'm used to ignoring it by now.

    "Do you have time to stand around like this? It seems the reporters are waiting over there."

    Shifting the topic, I asked Ahel, who sighed deeply.

    "I was just about to go anyway."

    As relations from the Mage Association prepared for a press conference with the reporters, the players all exited the airport.

    They boarded pre-arranged buses heading to the Mage Association's building.

    They would stay in pre-prepared accommodations for a while, moving between there and the association.

    The purpose was to prepare a Mana Accumulation Tool to respond in emergencies.

    The magic circle could be damaged, destroyed, or lost at any time.

    In addition, periodic maintenance was required.

    To that end, vast amounts of diverse Mana accumulation were essential.

    Once that work was completed, finally.

    'The game program will be shut down.'

    The time approached for us to put an end to the war that had overturned human history.

    Watching the players leaving the airport, I quietly murmured to myself.

    "End."

    At the end, their lives, devastated by war, wouldn't be entirely smooth.

    'Even Yang Taeho and Kim Yul suffer from nightmares.'

    Because of that, they had regular meetings with the fairy tribe.

    And it wasn't much different for other players.

    Already, some players struggling with post-war trauma had committed crimes repeatedly.

    Perhaps because I knew that, the word "end" carried an inexplicable sense of bitterness.

    Despite it being an end, there were too many new continuations.

    Fortunately, I wasn't lost in those complex thoughts for long.

    Buzz.

    My attention was drawn as my smartphone, set to vibrate, began buzzing.

    Upon checking the alert, my eyes widened slightly.

    "Charlotte Bennett. She wants to meet separately without Rasharh. Can you accommodate her schedule?"

    It was a text message from an unsaved number.

    Damned System

    **New Elements and Characters:**

    - 샬롯 (Charlotte): She, rasharh's sister.

    - 라샤르 (Rasharh): She, protagonist's partner.

    - 벤넷 후작 (Marquis Bennett): He, father of Charlotte and Rasharh.

    - 양태호 (Yang Taeho): He, a character working on magic circle installations.

    - 김율 (Kim Yul): He, a character who worked with magic circle installation.
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    **Chapter 75 EPILOGUE (3)**

    'I wondered if this is what a formal meeting felt like.'

    Perhaps due to a touch of nervousness, I found myself repeatedly straightening the collar of my shirt unconsciously.

    I paused momentarily to adjust my attire to appear decently dressed without being overly formal.

    With a deep breath, I followed the restaurant staff as I moved forward.

    I was there to meet Charlotte.

    'I was indeed waiting for her to reach out.'

    But I hadn't expected her to contact me so soon.

    I had just declined a meal the day before, saying I didn't have time, and here we were meeting at the break of dawn the following day.

    'And she insisted that Rashar not be present.'

    What could she possibly want to discuss?

    'Could it be about politics?'

    It wasn't a situation I could dismiss outright.

    Charlotte had already been elected as a council member of the southern district.

    She reached out to me, someone with a clear influence, yet supposedly without political involvement?

    It was hard to think she harbored only pure intentions.

    'If Rashar were present, it would be a family meeting...'

    Charlotte deliberately wanted to exclude her.

    'I didn't think she disliked Rashar.'

    Was it just a ploy to establish a connection with me?

    'No, it might be too early to conclude that.'

    Charlotte didn't anticipate seeing me at Rashar's apartment.

    Her demeanor wasn't that of someone eagerly waiting to meet me.

    She seemed more displeased at finding a man intruding in her sister's home.

    Furthermore, if her purpose was to foster camaraderie, she wouldn't have left so abruptly that day.

    She would've made time to attend the meal I offered, even if begrudgingly.

    'But why exclude Rashar today?'

    The more I contemplated, the murkier it became instead of clearer.

    Perhaps, I was overanalyzing and overly wary of Charlotte's actions.

    'Let's decide after meeting her.'

    In the end, I decided to put aside my suspicions and doubts.

    Nothing was certain yet, and I wanted to avoid misinterpreting Charlotte's intentions with excessive caution.

    Rashar's only remaining family—I wished to maintain a cordial relationship if possible.

    Right then, guided by the staff, I arrived at a small room.

    As the door opened, charlotte, who had arrived earlier, stood up slowly.

    I approached her with steady steps and extended a hand.

    "Formally introducing myself, Kang Hyunwoo."

    "Stiff as ever, charlotte Bennett."

    Though Charlotte had a word, she took my hand and completed the brief introduction.

    "If you're not planning to talk standing, take a seat."

    "Yes."

    As soon as I sat across from Charlotte, a refreshing drink was served.

    "I called you for a meal, but it doesn't seem the conversation will be long."

    The implication was to share a drink lightly, without extending to a full meal.

    Indeed, a steaming cup of tea was placed in front of Charlotte.

    "Don't feel too slighted. It's a decision partly made because the doctor advised me to be cautious about what I eat for a while."

    "It's fine."

    My body was maintained by divinity, anyway.

    Though metabolism occurred if I consumed food, it wasn't essential.

    What stuck out was the notion of Charlotte seeing a doctor?

    I asked back, intrigued by her unexpected remark.

    "I hope nothing serious?"

    "Stress-induced gastritis, they said."

    Charlotte answered candidly, choosing not to hide her condition.

    "... Rashar didn't mention anything."

    "If she didn't say anything, she wouldn't know. I'm managing with meals and medication, so there's no need to worry."

    Sip.

    "I heard it's a common ailment among the people here, the modern folks. I have no plans to make a fuss. Let's leave the topic at that since our conversation isn't about my health."

    Charlotte, having sipped her tea, gazed intently at me.

    "So, you're considering marrying Rashar?"

    The blunt, direct approach struck me unexpectedly, causing my hand holding the glass to twitch.

    'I felt as if I had been hit with a heavy punch right from the start.'

    Forcing myself to regain composure, I nodded.

    "We're discussing it seriously."

    "Our culture would deem you as having several children by now... But isn't it a bit early in this world? Especially in your country, where getting married in one's mid-30s is the norm."

    Time sure had flown by noticeably.

    Hearing anything about the average marriage age from a Biharin was a surprise.

    It filled me with pride and awkwardness simultaneously.

    Clearing my thoughts briefly, I answered Charlotte's question.

    "There's no need to act in accordance with averages."

    I had the means to support a family, and there was someone I wished to marry.

    "Furthermore, having lost my family early on... the desire to make a new family has been ongoing."

    "And Rashar is the person you want for that family?"

    "Because she's a good person."

    "Hmmm... I see."

    Staring at her tea cup, charlotte lowered her gaze momentarily.

    Her fingers moved slowly, caressing the cup's handle.

    For how long did that silence linger?

    Raising her head again, charlotte gave me a knowing look as she offered her words.

    "Congratulations in advance."

    Did this imply she acknowledged me as her brother-in-law?

    Before I could confirm by asking, charlotte provided an explanation unprompted.

    "I don't have the right to meddle in her life, and I've told her to follow her desires, so set a date after discussing it with Rashar."

    Lifting her cup again, charlotte continued.

    "As for a wedding gift... consider it a present. I don't plan to attend the ceremony, be aware of that."

    Again, it was something I hadn't anticipated.

    "You say you'll not attend the ceremony?"

    "Is there a need for me to? Already within the circle, there's chatter about your bond with the military."

    Comments circulating behind the scenes were somewhat anticipated.

    However, hearing it directly through Rashar's family made it more vexing.

    The worst part was Charlotte's intent behind those words.

    Was it that, not wanting to get tangled in rumors, she had chosen to distance herself from Rashar?

    'Instead of showing support, she opts to cut ties?'

    I was fairly certain that her relationship with Rashar wasn't negative, but was my judgment off?

    While I furrowed my brow in contemplation, charlotte continued speaking.

    "Discussing national security being at stake, or saying you might sell out the country... proclaiming the folly of borrowing foreign power inevitably leads to failure, it's amusing."

    Emptying her tea, charlotte's lips twisted slightly.

    "She's a far more righteous child than those who gossip behind closed doors."

    Only then could I breathe a sigh of relief.

    Charlotte's underlying intent seemed slightly different from my interpretation.

    "I wonder whose face looks more menacing now. Is it directed at me? Or perhaps at those chattering fools?"

    "......."

    "I hope it's the latter. Rest assured, action is already being taken behind the scenes, so don't wear such a serious expression."

    Putting her teacup down, charlotte softly smiled as she elaborated further.

    "Among those gossiping chatterboxes, hardly any have clean backgrounds."

    Elected less than two years ago, they were individuals ingrained in various corruptions and scandals, bound to be cleaned up neatly.

    'If her intent is to address the ones speaking ill of Rashar...'

    Charlotte was indeed a person favorable towards Rashar if one considered such actions.

    However, why engage in what resembled a distancing maneuver remained beyond understanding.

    If conclusions couldn't be reached through my thoughts alone, asking was inevitable.

    "... If it's not about maintaining distance to avoid unnecessary gossip concerning Rashar, why choose not to attend the wedding?"

    Thankfully, an answer was promptly given.

    "Already being a noisy setting, what good comes from associating closely with you? Remaining as unrelated, as almost strangers, seems better. It's a known fact to many that I'm not particularly close with Rashar."

    In other words, aiming to avoid unnecessary chatter rather than outrightly severing ties.

    For me, even this explanation didn't completely satisfy understanding, causing contemplation.

    'Given that no matter what actions are taken here, folks will gossip...'

    Afraid of wagging tongues, deciding to avoid familial interactions and exercise caution?

    After much consideration, I asked cautiously.

    "By any chance, do you dislike Rashar?"

    If Charlotte intended to outwardly pretend to care while maintaining distance to stay as strangers.

    'Accommodating her would be more favorable.'

    At least Rashar wouldn't harbor expectations of mending relations and end up hurt.

    Waiting for a response, charlotte refilled her teacup and spoke.

    "I did when I was younger."

    Which implied she doesn't dislike her now.

    "I'm older now."

    Charlotte had already passed her 40s.

    An age referred to by the world as being unfazed.

    "Having entered a strategic marriage myself, I realized the utmost consideration one can offer a spouse they met without affection is respect."

    Charlotte's gaze shifted out the window after sipping her tea.

    "Father likely saw it reflected in my mother's eyes. In my naivety, I despised him greatly. Rashar embraced with a smile he bore, I resented even more."

    However, as one ages, perspectives alter inevitably.

    Past grievances merely become remnants left in the past.

    "Those things aren't filling my present."

    So her decisions lacked resentment towards Rashar.

    Having firmly conveyed her stance, charlotte met my gaze again and spoke.

    "In pursuit of filling familial roles, all that follows would be infamy."

    Thus, like it had always been, continuing to maintain loose contact to confirm each other's well-being seemed best.

    The explanation was surprisingly detailed and considerate.

    Momentarily suspecting Charlotte of using Rashar now felt a bit shameful.

    "Ahem."

    Clearing my throat out of embarrassment, I voiced my thoughts.

    "... If you ever express thoughts like these, Rashar would appreciate it."

    "Oh, what good would that do now?"

    Charlotte gestured dismissively, with an air of laziness, as she continued.

    "Rashar and I hold fondness for one another. Circumstances saturated with personal affairs lead to lingering regrets. 'If only I hadn't done that back then...', such thoughts. Ultimately regrets and lingering attachments."

    I thought I understood what Charlotte was implying.

    "But it's not as if the absence of one would bring us profound sadness."

    The presence held by each other within their lives wasn't considerable.

    They were merely unresolved remnants from the past.

    "Just that much of a relationship we have."

    Though they might find greater happiness by deepening their connection, they found themselves short on leeway to pursue that conclusion.

    More pressing and significant matters consumed both their lives.

    Both Rashar and Charlotte, having affection but lacking significant priority for one another.

    'I can't deny it.'

    I returned two years ago, and even now, Rashar fared well without Charlotte's presence.

    He didn't long for Charlotte nor find her absence distressing.

    Neither felt compelled to set aside their burdens and reach out to revive stronger ties with her.

    "So I unabashedly entrust her to you."

    Unlike herself, she acknowledged my position would significantly impact Rashar's life.

    "Take good care of my sister."

    Seeking another chance to reconsider a conclusion reached through extensive thought seemed futile.

    Without objections, I gave a calm nodding reply.

    "There will be nothing that causes concern."

    "Reassuring."

    With a laugh, unlike before, charlotte unexpectedly brought something to mind.

    "Now that we've met, could I ask one more favor?"

    "Feel free to ask."

    "You know the lightning visible in the sky? Could you do it more often?"

    Initially bewildered, I soon realized what she referred to.

    "Whenever it appears, parliament is exceptionally quiet—as if in a remote mountain."

    Charlotte's unexpected remark carried repeated emphasis.

    It wasn't a personal request but advice for the country, according to her.

    Upon recognizing her comment as a jest, a smirk involuntarily slipped.

    While Rashar pleaded for restraint, this side reacted with amusement.

    "I'll remember your words and do it once in a while."

    "That's appreciated."

    Ha ha ha.

    Somehow, the laugh resonating cheerfully seemed likely to linger in my memory for a long time.

    'If there had been a chance, we might have become friends. Such a pity.'

    In my remaining time, charlotte's influence seemed small.

    However, the yearning wasn't so dire as to desperately hold on.

    For Charlotte, Rashar held just such a role, I suppose.

    As our conversation concluded, there was a knock on the door.

    "Senator, it's time to leave."

    Someone outside informed with a knock at the door.

    It seemed to be one of Charlotte's staff.

    "It appears I must be on my way. There's a meeting scheduled with other regional councilors."

    Buttoning her suit jacket, charlotte extended a hand to me as she stood.

    "It was nice meeting you."

    Returning the handshake, I gave a short, sincere reply.

    "It was nice meeting you too."

    No words of farewell were exchanged.

    Yet, though likely to feel a lingering sense of fondness, neither of us hesitated to part ways.

    This kind of meeting wasn't unpleasant.

    Not all connections can conclude with a happy ending.

    **New Elements and Characters:**

    - 샬롯 배넷 = Charlotte Bennett (she)

    - 라샤르 = Rashar (na)
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    Chapter 75 EPILOGUE (4)

    At the heart of Pamel stood a national elementary school. I waited in front for Berta to come out. There had been a lot of controversy and issues, but since last year, along with Berta, beastfolk's children had started attending school. Of course, they weren't enrolled in all schools. Only schools located within specific administrative areas could admit Demi-human children. Naturally, holy knights who could manage them in case of accidents or excitement were also deployed. Fortunately, the children had yet to cause any major incidents.

    "Just a few instances of property damage,"

    I recalled, counting the school's supplies broken by Berta and other Beastfolk children.

    "Kee, K!"

    A voice came from Velino, who was wriggling in my arms. "What's that?"

    Velino, who would turn four next month, asked a lot of questions. One question led to another, each more insistent than the last. Unable to leave his inquiries unanswered, I calmly faced the never-ending barrage of questions and glanced around.

    "What are you referring to?"

    "That!"

    "The kick scooter?"

    "What's that?"

    "... A means of transportation."

    "Transport? What's that?"

    "... It helps you move without using your legs."

    "Hmm? Why not use your legs? I have legs!"

    "For speed..."

    I hesitated mid-answer. Only humans would use such a vehicle for speed, not Beastfolk.

    "Honestly, he's faster than a kick scooter."

    Velino, only four years old, could leap several meters when he set his mind to it. Ever since he started walking and got used to sprinting, it had been a daily game of tag.

    "When I first met Berta, she was around five, quite like young Velino now."

    I decided to modify my explanation for Beastfolk understanding. "Humans can't jump fast or far like you. They need tools like that to travel faster and farther."

    "Because they are weaker than me?"

    "Yes. Remember when I said not to grab ordinary humans too hard?"

    "Yeah! They're weaker than me! I have to touch them gently!"

    "That's right, so they ride that. Look, see someone using it now."

    As if on cue, a child, presumably the owner of the kick scooter, took hold of it and zipped off. Velino's eyes sparkled with interest.

    "I want to try it too!"

    Without a moment's hesitation, he sprang from my chest with startling speed. Fortunately, my years of practice helped me catch Velino successfully.

    "That's not yours. I'll get you one later, so use yours for now."

    "Why?!"

    "Beaaak-!"

    It was no surprise such a voice came from Berta's younger sibling.

    "I told you not to scream outside. Jumping out like that isn't allowed either."

    I clicked my tongue inwardly, keeping a tight hold on Velino. Conveying that no amount of screaming would make me release him, I stayed stern. Ideally, he should have learned this from his mother. While I hadn't fully reconciled with why I was teaching him, I understood the Beastfolk were busy with societal perception improvement efforts, so refusing wasn't an option.

    "I can't play all the time."

    Helping them adapt to society as a side endeavor wasn't entirely bad.

    "Since they need to adjust to human culture, it might make sense that someone familiar with it, like me, teaches them."

    Even if I hadn't spent time like this, I'd likely keep a close eye on Berta, velino, and other Beastfolk children. They were inseparable parts of my life.

    "They might be the last mana users when my life ends."

    Unless prematurely taken by disease or accidents, the Beastfolk would be the last mana users on Earth. Beastfolk generally live slightly over 150 years, and those born into the Biharin race on Earth would all be ordinary humans who can't use mana. Beastfolk and the Dwarves would gradually lose their unique features, becoming humanlike too.

    "The fairies won't reproduce at all, they said."

    Recalling the Damned System's resolute words about how dimensional diversity would lead to unwanted chaos, as if on cue, Berta dashed out of the building. Shaking off my musings, I tucked the wriggling Velino under my arm.

    "Fully adapted to human pace."

    Watching Berta synchronize her strides with other children, I nodded with satisfaction. But as if to refute my premature judgment, Berta leaped into the sky as soon as she bid her friends farewell. Clearing not just elementary but even Olympic high jump world records, she landed on my shoulders with ease.

    "I'm back!"

    I sighed, speaking as Berta perched on my shoulders. "I told you not to jump recklessly outside."

    "I didn't hurt anyone, though?"

    "I say that to prevent possible injuries. What would Velino learn?"

    "My perfect jump and marvelous landing, of course?"

    "Marvelous... where did you learn that word?"

    "School!"

    Since starting school, her vocabulary and knowledge seemed to expand rapidly. Watching her grow daily was fascinating.

    "Reminds me of when I raised the twins."

    I found myself quite content with the routine of recent days.

    "Perhaps it's because I feel attached to ones I'll see for a long time."

    Right then, Berta affectionately patted Velino with her tail. That little one stopped his crying instantly and smiled brightly at his big sister.

    "Nuna!"

    "Oh dear, was Velino crying again? Such a crybaby."

    "..."

    She seemed oblivious to her own crying fits just moments ago. Yet, what point was there to belabor details long gone? The commute back home with the kids was always lively. The chatter and antics of these two little ones, destined to become firefighters and police officers saving countless lives in the far-off future, were things of peace in my everyday life.

    Days filled with waiting for an unknown story of the future.

    * * *

    On a day when finals had ended and the vacation began, the twins boarded a taxi to head to the airport.

    "Did you send all the books?"

    "Yeah, my brother sent a picture. Nothing's missing from the list."

    "Great, perfect! I'll set this last premed break ablaze......! I'll head to Half Moon Bay right when we get there! I'll watch that sunset till it's boring!"

    "... But there's still winter break."

    "Ah, winter break is for prep work for medical school."

    A tale of the near future they would spend in Bihar.

    As they cheerfully chatted about closer futures and the far-off ones, a sudden voice came from the driver.

    "Oh no, oh!"

    Suddenly the driver's voice echoed from the front.

    "What's wrong with the car?!"

    The driver struggled frantically to steer the taxi. Yet the steering wheel turned the opposite way, disobeying his intentions. On top of that, the hazard lights blinked, though the driver hadn't turned them on.

    While the panicked driver floundered, the twins in the back seat mirrored their surprise.

    "What's wrong, sir?"

    "What's going on?"

    Both checked their seatbelts, trying to grasp the situation.

    "The steering wheel won't respond, it's moving on its own!"

    The driver strained as he tried to regain control of the wheel, grunting with effort. At that moment, the word that flashed through the twins' minds was similar.

    'Is it unintended acceleration?'

    'Could it be an unintended acceleration accident?'

    Their hearts plummeted at the thought of the increasingly common unintended acceleration incidents. Thankfully, the taxi they were in had already pulled over, hazard lights blinking. The driver swiftly turned off the engine entirely, taking the key out of the ignition. He seemed insistent as he turned to the twins, urging them to get out.

    The twins saw no reason to argue. It was a relief to exit the taxi, given the discomfort remaining inside.

    The moment the driver and passengers, the twins, stepped out of the vehicle, a loud, abrasive exhaust sound roared.

    Buaaaang!

    It grew nearer until, with a crash! A car sped crazily from behind, colliding with four vehicles that were waiting at the signal. It didn't stop there, smashing through and beyond the intersection.

    It happened in the blink of an eye, right on the same road where the twins had been driving moments before. Frozen by the sudden accident, Jinwoo and Yeonwoo shivered as something enormous seemed to graze over their heads.

    Pat pat.

    Surprised by the unfamiliar sensation, Jinwoo looked around in bewilderment. Yeonwoo, on the other hand, looked up, rubbing at her head, remembering past experience. This wasn't her first encounter.

    "Was it not a trick of the mind?"

    "What?"

    "Had the same experience last year during that rockfall accident at school."

    Something seemed to block her path, holding her back, only for a building's debris to fall seconds later, injuring students ahead. At that time, too, she sensed something touching her head, which she assumed was a figment of her imagination when none of her friends felt it.

    "What is this...?"

    As if snapped back to reality by the flashbacks, the twins briefly exchanged glances. A loud explosion echoed close by.

    The twins regained composure, glancing upon the chaotic-churned main street. Smoke trailed from overturned vehicles earlier hit by what appeared to be an unintended acceleration car. Many citizens were already rushing to the scene to aid trapped passengers. The twins promptly joined the effort, successfully pulling out two drivers with the help of others.

    Just then, sirens wailed from a distance, signaling the arrival of police and rescue squads. Almost simultaneously, a call from Hyunwoo came through.

    "Last time, you also got a call from big brother..."

    Could it be that wasn't just a coincidence either?

    Yeonwoo shakily connected the call.

    "H-hello? Big brother?"

    『Are you hurt anywhere?』

    Indeed, he seemed aware of something happening to them, speaking with a knowing tone. Yeonwoo quickly assured Hyunwoo of their safety, easing his worry.

    "Yeah, we're okay."

    『No need to worry about any catastrophic occurrences for you guys then.』

    His murmur was audibly clear. Yeonwoo, recalling the earlier sensation of being touched, asked hesitantly.

    "B-big brother, do you know what just happened to us? It... felt very strange..."

    『What happened is that you won't meet your end in accidents or disasters anymore.』

    No matter what happened, events ensuring the twins' safety would recur like before. Receiving such assurance struck Yeonwoo dumb.

    Yeonwoo momentarily hesitated, at a loss for words, as Hyunwoo's firm voice filled the silence.

    『By all means, don't start talking about saving or not saving others.』

    Extracting you two from naturally occurring events alone required significant costs. They grasped the phenomenon wasn't something they could demand or alter.

    Yeonwoo was able to sense that whatever this entailed, they were in no position to request specifics. That previous irrational event experienced by them and the taxi driver seemed undeniably a personal favor borne from Hyunwoo's sacrifices.

    If anyone could ask for anything, it would be Hyunwoo.

    『Glad no one's hurt. Have the rescue teams arrived?』

    "Yes..."

    『Then leave the aftermath to the rescue and police. Go on to the airport; you staying there will only get in the way.』

    A rational yet distant word of advice nonetheless held truth. In the chaotic whirl, Yeonwoo nodded, speaking amidst the confusion.

    "Yes..."

    『I'll pick you up at the airport on time, see you soon.』

    After ending the call, Jinwoo inquired, standing beside her.

    "What did brother say?"

    "Told us to head to the airport..."

    "... Well, there really isn't much more we can do here."

    Handing over their contact information in case testimony was needed, the unharmed twins quickly left the chaotic scene behind.

    New elements and characters:

    - 벨타, Berta (she)

    - 벨레노, velino (he)

    - 진우, Jinwoo (he)

    - 연우, Yeonwoo (she)

    - 형, brother (he)
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    Chapter 75 EPILOGUE (5)

    After concluding the call with Yeonwoo, I petted the soft fur of Rice Cake(Cake), who was perched on my lap, and furrowed my brows. Then, I glared at the now dark smartphone screen.

    "Yeonwoo is already on the second..."

    If the Damned System hadn't watched over the twins, I shuddered to think what kind of situation they might have been in by now. The mere thought sent a chill running through my veins. In a world that I had protected through countless hardships, the idea of my family, who should have been enjoying it, dying was absurd.

    "It's ridiculous."

    Though I had never liked the System, I was truly thankful this time. I took a deep breath to control my turbulent emotions. I knew that incidents and accidents tend to come unexpectedly, but...

    "It seems frequent."

    Was I mistaken? Was it possibly my doing? Or was it because the System was looking out for the twins? I found myself lost in thought over various matters. Of course, the System said there were no issues. Since it was intervening by paying divinity legitimately, there was no reason for causality to impose any sanctions. After all, it wasn't preventing the occurrence of the incidents themselves, so there would be minimal butterfly effects. Although I had a lingering unsettling feeling, it was simply an emotional unease.

    The incident involving the twins was of a level that could happen to anyone.

    "I just hope it's merely a coincidence."

    As long as nothing extraordinary was interfering, if it were just an accident, the System would always protect the two, so there wouldn't be significant problems. I set aside my smartphone with turbulent emotions and placed it beside the sofa.

    Just then, the front door swung open.

    "I'm back!"

    Kim Yul returned, who had gone out stating that since there were no snacks at home, he would buy some.

    "Heh."

    I wondered if he had ransacked a supermarket or something. Kim Yul came in carrying four bags the size of his body. The sheer volume was enough to last for ten days—a significant amount.

    "Why did you buy so much?"

    "The mart is too far!"

    Kim Yul grumbled while laying the groceries on the kitchen table.

    "I don't even have a license, so why are the buildings so far apart? I won't be able to carry this much next time, so I just bought a lot at once."

    Afterwards, he grabbed some snacks, like potato chips, and plopped onto the sofa. While accepting the potato chips handed over by Yul, I turned up the TV volume.

    "Hey, Rice Cake, why don't you come to me at least once?"

    In the meantime, Yul tentatively reached out to Rice Cake, who lay sprawled over my lap.

    "Snarl."

    Rice Cake responded by opening his mouth and pushing away Yul's hand, signaling his discontent.

    "As cutting as ever, huh."

    Yul smacked his lips in disappointment and focused on the TV screen while opening the snack bag.

    "It's already started?"

    "It started quite a while ago."

    Lily's face appeared on the screen.

    "The installation work and mana accumulation necessary for maintenance are now complete..."

    Today was the day of her last conference as the head of the Player Association.

    "From now on, players will... within Biharin..."

    As the announcement continued, Yul suddenly asked me a question.

    "Do you think Taeho is watching this too?"

    "Probably."

    As soon as mana accumulation was completed, Yang Taeho returned home to see his family. Kim Yul planned to stay here over the summer and return with the twins. Both chose to return to their original lives instead of maintaining the player's perks.

    "When you look closely, Lily's demeanor has changed too. She seems sharper."

    While Yul was intermittently chatting, the words I had been waiting for finally aired about an hour later.

    "Then, I hereby declare the dissolution of the Player Association."

    Lily's composed declaration became the trigger for a System window to appear within my vision.

    ≪Important Announcement≫

    The closure of the Player Training and Support Program is in progress.

    (Time until program closure: 00:00:56)

    Though it remained invisible to civilians, all players currently using the game program would be seeing the same prompts. The numbers on the System window steadily decreased.

    ≪Important Announcement≫

    The Player Training and Support Program has been terminated.

    Our heartfelt congratulations to all players who have excellently carried out the war for the survival of humanity.

    With the appearance of the new System window, the interfaces that had occupied my vision over the past several years vanished entirely. The status window, the store, the message windows, and even the map, disappeared all at once.

    It felt as if my field of vision had suddenly emptied.

    "Oh...!"

    At that moment, beside me, Yul exclaimed in awe and slumped down.

    "Wow, oof... Was my body always this heavy?"

    His murmur was closer to a sigh, following his sudden exclamation.

    I watched Yul, who seemed bewildered as he moved his body this way and that. He had lost the power of a player. With the game's closure, most players had lost the mana they had accumulated and reverted to being ordinary humans.

    Of course, there were some exceptions. Like me, certain individuals who were predetermined to reside in Bihar to monitor and protect mana users could use it.

    ≪Important Announcement≫

    The Player Maintenance Program is now operational.

    Over 500 players have volunteered and been selected from around the world. They, too, would see the same System window appear before my eyes.

    These selected players, following the dissolution of the Player Association, are to be affiliated with the newly established Mana Response Agency. Moreover, the Mage Association will also be incorporated under this agency.

    I browsed the new interface. Comparatively, it was much simpler than when it had a little bit of everything, including a community and a store. The status window icon was all there was, so navigating wasn't time-consuming.

    Once I adapted to the new interface, a voice beside me sounded oddly absent-minded.

    "What should I do with my life now...?"

    It was a murmur from Yul, who was blankly staring at the TV screen showcasing an American anchor. His expression suggested disappointment and uncertainty.

    "Honestly, I hadn't seriously considered it. Each time it seemed like the end, there was always something new, so I didn't even have time to think. That jerk Kim left a long time ago..."

    I thought he had significant concerns or something.

    "It's not like I particularly wanted to remain a player either; it's just more familiar here, so I decided to return. But..."

    The achievement of a monumental goal of ending the war was undoubtedly a good accomplishment. However, Yul seemed to have lost the closest goal to him due to this achievement. I could see he was feeling disappointed and anxious, probably troubled in various ways.

    Of course, this would be resolved once he found a new aim. I replied while opening the potato chip bag.

    "You have time to think about it now, right?"

    "Will thinking about it even help...?"

    Unlike Yul, his attitude was unusually pessimistic.

    "Jinwoo's a judge, Yeonwoo's a doctor... Did you know, hyung? Berta wants to be a firefighter? Hyewon joined the military as an officer, and Rashar said she might as well become the Minister of Defense. Ahel is thinking of becoming a Tower Master, since mana grades from the other side no longer restrict him here. He probably means becoming the head of the Mage Association here. Oh, Taeho expressed interest in being a professor and plans to return to studying. Namkyu intends to join the National Intelligence Service, and then..."

    Yul's endless updates about people around him, updates I didn't even know, continued endlessly.

    "How does he know so much about other people?"

    I always knew Yul had a lot of people around him, but I had no idea he knew so much about their personal affairs. Even to know Rashar's inner desires, which I had never heard of, was baffling.

    I found it incredible but also fascinating. It meant that Yul had been in constant and tight communication with others. He was always the first to reach out, check in, and extend a helping hand. Such actions probably allowed people to open up about things they didn't even discuss with me.

    While I re-evaluated the person that Yul was, he continued his lament.

    "How do people find exactly what they want to do like that?"

    Since he was pondering what to live for, he likely was feeling a sense of existential doubt.

    However, as a result, he seemed not to recognize his own strengths.

    "Words won't register in times like this, will they?"

    This was a problem time and companions had to solve for him.

    There was enough time, and his companions would not abandon him.

    Being the amicable and attentive person towards others, it stood to reason that, in reversed situations, others would look out for him.

    I certainly had no intention of leaving Yul to his devices.

    "There's no rush. The kids' vacation period is longer than expected, and both are likely to need personal time to study. So, contemplate then. If you don't find anything, continue thinking about it after returning to Korea, alright?"

    I decided to watch over and take him around here and there for the time being.

    "Well, yeah, nothing's pressing..."

    Yul replied languidly, flipping through channels one after the other.

    With that, our conversation ended, and I recalled the news Yul had shared about Rashar.

    "She's considering becoming the Minister of Defense?"

    She had never shown any hints to me, so I never even suspected it. While I knew she was diligent, I had no idea she harbored such ambitions.

    "Maybe I should make a proposal about supporting her."

    I had no intention of subjugating myself to someone or starting a business at this point. Considering I had matched an primordial god from another dimension, it would be laughable for me to bow my head to a human.

    "A life of a rich, idle person doesn't sound bad either."

    It was surprisingly enjoyable watching the children grow step by step in the directions I pointed. If I devoted myself to support work, I could provide quality upbringing to the child that I couldn't give to the twins.

    "Not bad?"

    While I was tapping the armrest of the sofa, I suddenly checked the wall clock.

    "Lunchtime."

    If I went to the Ministry of Defense's building now, I'd meet Rashar.

    "Why not settle things while it's in my mind?"

    I got up from the sofa with that thought.

    「The Trait Madman activates.」

    「The System transitions into support mode. Support target: Player Kang Hyunwoo.」

    《System Message》

    Kang Hyunwoo! Kang Hyunwoo! There's an intruder! A strange status is approaching!

    Every time the Trait activated, I went through great hardships. As memories of such times emerged, annoyance surged within me and my mouth automatically reacted.

    "Damn."

    As a habitual curse word escaped, the System's nagging followed suit.

    《System Message》

    Let's use correct and pleasant language! The Ancient Proverb warns us about the human speech, saying, "The mouth and tongue are the gateway to disasters and worries, akin to the axe that can take lives..."

    "Nagging like that."

    Pretending to be a sage while having not even advanced past an infant level of maturity, attempting to lecture like one—what a sight. I promptly turned off the message without even finishing reading it and asked,

    "Is it urgent? Will it arrive any moment?"

    In the mood to meet Rashar right away to settle matters.

    《System Message》

    If you don't come now, I'll Die!

    This System was not helpful.

    "Exaggerating."

    There's no way the thing would perish when the dimension was fine.

    "At worst, it would just get a little beaten up and would feel pain, overreacting like that."

    While clucking my tongue, I surpassed causality.

    And the sight that greeted me was...

    - Ouch, ouch! I'm in danger here! Please rescue me, Kang Hyunwoo!

    As expected, the System was dragging around a white prison, trapping something clearly corrupted, and rolling it around noisily.

    The exaggerated and awkward speech was transparent enough to make it clear that the thing was putting up an act just to summon me.

    - Aaaagh! This could end very badly, please save me, help me, Kang Hyunwoo!

    Recognizing the familiar lines, I grasped the full understanding of the ongoing circumstances. The System was now engrossed in a role-play game.

    From the animations of rescue teams it had tediously explored during its time in the material realm, it was role-playing!

    Realizing this fact made something in my head snap.

    "You rotten bastard!"

    Without hesitation, I raised my hand and smacked the System.

    "Do you have any sense or not?! Do you think you're the boy who cried wolf? I've told you not to fool around like this!"

    While yelling, an odd certainty dawned on me.

    "This guy's going to do it again."

    Hasn't it been two times already with this behavior?

    In the future, whenever it felt bored, it would surely repeat this stunt. Leaving me having to rush over like a person with their tail on fire each time.

    My future suddenly seemed grim.

    "How did I end up entangled with something like this?"

    Feeling a sense of resignation, memories rapidly flashed through my mind like a montage.

    Merely recalling the day when the Trait of Question appeared made my teeth involuntarily clench.

    It was a given. No matter how much time passed, I wouldn't forget.

    The day the Damned System barged into my otherwise peaceful life.

    「Damned System」 END

    New Elements and Characters Mentioned:

    - 백설기 (Rice Cake) - Cake(as he), with 'he'

    - 김율 (Kim Yul) - Kim Yul(he), with 'he'

    - 국방부 장관 (Minister of Defense) - Minister of Defense(as na), with 'na'

    - 릴리 (Lily) - Lily(she), with 'she'
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